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“The freedom promised by literacy is both freedom from - from ignorance, oppression, 
poverty - and freedom to - to do new things, to make choices, to learn.” 
Koïchiro Matsuura, 2001  
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Abstract 
 The current dialogue surrounding Black youth portrays these youth as “thugs” 
who come from “broken” families and “apathetic” communities.  Even some educational 
discourses portray Black youth as “at-risk” students who lack the resources necessary to 
achieve in school.  These dialogues traffic in deficit language without paying attention to 
the successes found in the Black community.  The purpose of this study was to utilize an 
anti-deficit perspective to capture the stories of how urban Black children in a mid-sized 
Southeastern city are achieving positive literacy and academic outcomes in the upper 
elementary and middle grades.  I sought to understand how Black youth perceive and 
portray their academic and literacy achievement in the face of widespread deficit 
perspectives.  Using photovoice and an experimental ethnographic design, I allowed my 
participants to become co-researchers and aid in documenting their own stories.  Through 
photographs, interviews, and a group discussion, the stories the children told revealed 
that the children rely on themselves, as well as their families, schools, faith, and 
community in order to achieve success.  Their stories are presented as a visual 
counternarrative and seek to challenge the dominant deficit discourses about them.   The 
hope is that, based on this study, educational researchers (re)consider their approach to 




  ix 
 
Table of Contents 
Chapter One: Introduction .................................................................................................. 1 
Statement of the Problem ............................................................................................. 4 
Purpose & Significance of the Study ........................................................................... 7 
Assumptions ................................................................................................................ 9 
Limitations ................................................................................................................... 9 
Delimitations .............................................................................................................. 10 
Definition of Terms ................................................................................................... 10 
Chapter Summary & Organization of the Study ........................................................ 12 
Chapter Two: Review of the Literature ............................................................................ 13 
Section I:  Historical Overview of Deficit Thinking ................................................. 13 
Section II:  Critical Race Theory ............................................................................... 28 
Section III:  Counternarrative .................................................................................... 39 
Section IV:  Critical Race Theory in Education Studies ........................................... 43 
Section V:  Significance of the Study ........................................................................ 52 
Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................... 53 
Chapter Three: Methodology ............................................................................................ 54 
Section I:  Positionality Statement ............................................................................. 54 
Section II:  Experimental Ethnographic Design ........................................................ 56 
Section III:  Data Collection Methods ....................................................................... 72 
Section IV:  Data Analysis and Representation ......................................................... 81 
Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................... 84 
Chapter Four:  The Many Paths to Success ...................................................................... 85 
Nasi’s Path to Success ............................................................................................... 86 
Mya’s Path to Success ............................................................................................... 95 
ZaZa’s Path to Success ............................................................................................ 104 
Mikey’s Path to Success .......................................................................................... 111 
Our Path to Success ................................................................................................. 120 
Object as Subject ..................................................................................................... 124 
  x 
 
Chapter Summary .................................................................................................... 125 
Chapter Five:  Discussion and Implications ................................................................... 126 
Discussion on Deficit Perspectives .......................................................................... 126 
Discussion on Critical Race Theory in Education Studies ...................................... 130 
Discussion on Counternarrative ............................................................................... 134 
Implications for Future Researchers ........................................................................ 136 
Summary .................................................................................................................. 138 
List of References ........................................................................................................... 140 
Appendix ......................................................................................................................... 158 
Appendix A: Photovoice Assignment ..................................................................... 159 
Appendix B: Nasi’s Photographs............................................................................. 160 
Appendix C:  Mya’s Photographs ............................................................................ 165 
Appendix D:  ZaZa’s Photographs .......................................................................... 166 
Appendix E:  Mikey’s Photographs ......................................................................... 167 
Appendix F:  Trigger Photos ................................................................................... 168 
Appendix G:  Coding Scheme and Definitions ....................................................... 169 
Vita .................................................................................................................................. 171 
 
  
  xi 
 
List of Tables 
Table 1. Participant Demographic and Academic Data .................................................... 71 
Table 2. Number of Photographs and Interview Length ................................................... 77 




  xii 
 
List of Figures 
Figure 1. Trigger Photo 1 .................................................................................................. 88 
Figure 2. Trigger Photo 2 .................................................................................................. 93 
Figure 3. Trigger Photo 3 .................................................................................................. 98 
Figure 4. Trigger Photo 4 ................................................................................................ 101 
Figure 5. Trigger Photo 5 ................................................................................................ 106 
Figure 6. Trigger Photo 6 ................................................................................................ 108 
Figure 7. Trigger Photo 7 ................................................................................................ 109 
Figure 8. Trigger Photo 8 ................................................................................................ 113 
Figure 9. Trigger Photo 9 ................................................................................................ 114 
Figure 10. Trigger Photo 10 ............................................................................................ 115 
Figure 11. Trigger Photo 11 ............................................................................................ 116 




  1 
Chapter One: 
Introduction 
Growing up in Southside Chicago, I was aware of two vastly important facts:  1) I 
was a White Sox fan, and 2) I lived in poverty.  However, this was not always case (the 
poverty part, not the White Sox part).  As working class parents, my mother and father 
were doing the best they could to raise me.  My mother had earned a high school diploma 
from Harper High School, but, beyond that, she had no discernible skills.  My father, on 
the other hand, had spent several years in the United States Navy, and he obtained most 
of his education through the traveling his years in the service bestowed.  Until Vietnam, 
of course, when the U.S. Navy required much more of his time.   
Both of my parents worked at a 24-hour restaurant, which I can only describe as a 
family owned restaurant that was similar to a Waffle House.  As a family, we were 
surviving.  We had a small two-bedroom apartment a few blocks from the restaurant, and 
I often spent much of my time at the restaurant itself waiting for my mother and father’s 
shift to end.  They even used me to earn some extra tips by having me bring condiments 
to tables.  Think about it.  A four year old bringing you ketchup.  There is nothing much 
cuter than that.   
Everything changed when my father passed away when I was five years old.  This 
left my mother, for the first time, on her own to raise me.  It is, at this point, that mistakes 
began to be made.  My mother could not take on the responsibility of raising a child after 
losing her husband.  After my mother had committed several failed suicide attempts, my 
grandmother stepped in to take care of me.  It was all kept so well hidden.  As a matter of 
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fact, pieces of this story were not even told to me until I was almost 20 years old.  My 
mother had, for a long time, been dealing with mental illness.  The status of my life 
depended heavily upon the mood of my mother, which meant that I could go from being 
the priority of her life one minute to completely non-existent the next.  Constantly with a 
babysitter, I had no idea what was happening with my mother.   
One aspect of my life was consistent:  doubt.  Not doubt on my behalf, but the 
doubt of others projected on me by my circumstances.  I never doubted that I would one 
day be something (anything but working class was the goal).  My father had managed to 
instill that thought in me before his passing.  Others, however, took every opportunity to 
remind me that my “situation” meant that there were certain doors that would always 
remained closed.  The “situation” that they were referring to was the fact that I was the 
child of a single, working-class mother who was rarely home to actually be a mother.  
Although these are facts, it was the assumptions about the outcome of my childhood that 
others used to project their doubt on me.  In my neighborhood, it was assumed that a 
child raised by a single, working-class mother meant that the child would end up 1) a 
high school dropout, 2) a pregnant teen, 3) functionally literate, at most, and/or 4) in 
prison.  Yet, here I am composing the introductory chapter of my dissertation. 
“Don’t tell me what I can’t do” (to quote the character John Locke from one of 
the greatest shows in television history, LOST) was the mantra of my life.  A sense of 
rebellion against the doubters drove me to succeed.  I excelled academically throughout 
my entire elementary and secondary career in order to prove the doubters wrong.  I never 
viewed teachers as individuals who were willing to support me as I navigated school.  
  3 
 
Many of these teachers did not believe I would ever make anything of myself (I must 
admit that this sense of rebellion to succeed did lead to some behavioral rebellion, as 
well).  Even now, I am questioned about how I was able to earn admission into a Ph.D. 
program. 
As a Master’s student, I saw my own story reflected in the stories of others.  I was 
given the opportunity to serve as a research assistant on a project examining adolescent 
motivation to read.  The study site was an inner-city summer literacy program.  Many of 
the participants in the program were Black and impoverished.   
While assisting in conducting a literature review for this project, I was shocked to 
find that much of the literature (Clark, 1984; Haveman & Wolfe, 1995) focused on the 
lack of resources, familial ties, ambition, and community engagement as reasons for 
school failure for urban, impoverished Black youth.  This view of Black youth did not 
reconcile with what I was actually observing at the literacy program.  I observed children 
who were engaged with reading and enjoyed the new authors that the program introduced 
to them.  I noted parents who wanted their children to succeed and develop a lifelong 
love of reading.  I witnessed a community come together in order to raise the funds 
required for every child to receive free books throughout the summer.  What I was really 
seeing were children who were being labeled as deficient and discussed using deficit 
language but succeeding anyway.  I saw myself in each and every one of those kids. 
Understanding why, as I made my way through childhood and into adulthood, so 
many people viewed me as deficient and used deficit perspectives to discuss me, my 
family, and my community motivates me to conduct this study.  Watching it happen all 
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over again to a different group of children instills in me a moral obligation and compels 
me to take action and share their stories of success in order to challenge the dominant 
educational discourses that exist regarding their lives (Ladson-Billings, 2006).  As Shah 
(2009) writes, “stories are a communal currency of humanity” (p. 152).  To share these 
children’s stories of success is to contest a society that seeks to dehumanize them.  
Statement of the Problem 
 The problem this study seeks to address is the proliferation of deficit-oriented 
education research (Daniel, 1964a, 1964b; Jones-Wilson, 1990; Ogbu, 1990; Passow, 
1963) and the lack of positive narratives regarding education, literacy, and Black youth.  
Academic achievement and school failure are well-explored topics in educational 
research (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2003; Cummins, 2007; Earick, 2008; Gee, 2003; 
Heath, 1983; Kim, 2006; Kohn, 2011; Lareau, 2000; Pressley, 2006; Purcell-Gates, 1995; 
Reyes, 2001) with the thought being that, if researchers can determine the reason for 
underachievement and school failure, recommendations can be offered to resolve these 
issues.  However, some explanations put forth by these researchers tend to reinforce what 
Valencia (1997a) terms deficit thinking, or explaining school failure based on internal 
deficits or deficiencies that individuals possess. 
 According to Smyth and Wrigley (2013), explanations for underachievement in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods typically are defined by factors internal and external to 
schooling.  The internal factors are related to processes that allow for the reproduction of 
societal inequalities within school environments.  These factors have been well-
documented by Critical Race Theory scholars (Ladson-Billings, 1999, 2004, 2006, 2012; 
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Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Leonardo, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Tate, 
1997), whom I discuss in Chapter Two.  The external factors, however, represent a series 
of stereotypes and misrepresentations, which are rooted in deficit thinking, of individuals, 
families, and communities in disadvantaged areas without consideration for the larger 
macro-economic and societal context in which these communities are located (Smyth & 
Wrigley, 2013; Valencia, 1997a). 
 Although deficit thinking in the United States has its origins in the 1600s, the 
proliferation of the deficit thinking model has occurred through the model’s ability to 
shift its focus based on the current scholarly and political climate of the time (Smyth & 
Wrigley, 2013; Valencia, 1997a) (see Chapter Two).  Typically, scholars identify a social 
problem and conduct a study in order to determine what factors are contributing to the 
problem, and the differences between the advantaged and disadvantaged become the 
cause of the social problem; instead of identifying societal or institutional benefits the 
advantaged have, the researchers identify what the disadvantaged are lacking, which is 
usually tied to individuals, families, or communities (Ryan, 1971).  As Smyth and 
Wrigley (2013) state,  
Explanations for the correlation between social divisions and academic 
achievement have ranged across inherited intelligence, language use in the family, 
parental interactions with young children, low aspiration of young people or their 
parents, lack of self-esteem, material poverty, disruptive and neighborhood 
cultures, inadequate resources, ineffective schools, indifferent teachers, 
inappropriate curricula, intellectual and social segregation between and within 
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schools, pedagogical styles, school size and structure, prejudice, and schools 
ethos. (pp. 1-2) 
These explanations are then used to influence both national and educational policy, as 
seen with the accountability research/movement and its influences on the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), and, essentially, codify deficit thinking and institute social 
reform based on “blaming the victim” (Ryan, 1971).  Even if policy research reveals no 
significant differences between the advantaged and disadvantaged groups, as was the case 
in an impact study on the Reading First Initiative of the NCLB (Gamse, Jacob, Horst, 
Boulay, & Unlu, 2009), the focus remains on the disadvantaged group.  Thus, the 
codification becomes another form of oppression for the disadvantaged group in that it 
allows one group to retain power over another by keeping the disadvantaged “in their 
place” (Valencia, 1997a, p. 4).  When the disadvantaged group continues to “fail” in the 
eyes of the advantaged, no one questions the validity of the underlying paradigm.  
 The history of deficit thinking shows how, although macro-economic and societal 
influences drive inequity downward, inequity is often viewed as a problem created by the 
disadvantaged and driven outward toward the community (Smyth & Wrigley, 2013; 
Valencia, 1997a).  Given that much deficit research consolidates issues of race and 
poverty into one “disadvantaged” category, the following discussion on the historical and 
current research base focuses on either or both of these areas.  As Leonardo (2013) 
reminds us, “In educational analysis, …the race project is at the same time a gender 
project, which is class and cultural politics” (p. 25). 
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Purpose & Significance of the Study 
 The purpose of this study is to utilize an anti-deficit perspective to capture the 
stories of how urban Black children in a mid-sized Southeastern city are achieving 
positive literacy outcomes in the upper elementary and middle grades.  Harper (2010) 
developed a framework that this study will use to discuss literacy success.  The anti-
deficit achievement framework derived from research conducted on the successes of 
Black students in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM).  Harper (2010) noticed that, in the discussion of the achievement gap between 
Black and White students, “most empirical studies amplify minority student failure and 
deficits instead of achievement” (p. 64).  As such, he posits that there is a void in the 
achievement discourse regarding how minority students successfully navigate 
postsecondary education (Harper, 2010).  In turn, Harper (2010) developed an anti-deficit 
achievement framework “to better understand how students of color persist and 
successfully navigate…the STEM pipeline” (p. 67). 
Harper (2010) argues that, instead of focusing on the barriers preventing minority 
children from succeeding, we should be focusing on how the children are able to 
overcome them by starting with “instead of” inquiries in our research questions.  In short, 
he is asking researchers to shift their thinking and not limit research a priori to deficit 
explanations.  He critiques prominent points of inquiry popular in traditional theoretical 
frameworks in education by calling attention to the fact that they can only lead to a deficit 
answer.  He then takes these theoretical frameworks and shows how the use of “instead 
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of” within these frameworks can produce an inquiry that seeks to examine success 
(Harper, 2010, p. 68).   
For instance, attribution theory (Weiner, 1985) focuses on both the tangible and 
intangible resources an individual may or may not possess.  “Instead of” scholars using 
attribution theory to examine the underachievement of Black students and their perceived 
lack of resources, the researcher should ask what resources they perceive as contributing 
to their achievements.  Utilizing self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1997), researchers 
analyzing motivation should look at motivation to engage “instead of” reasons for apathy 
or researchers utilizing cultural and social capital theories (Bourdieu, 1986, 1987) should 
examine the relationships students develop in order to help them attain insider knowledge 
“instead of” the capital these students lack that prevents access to certain educational 
structures. 
The anti-deficit achievement framework forced me to look at “instead of” 
inquiries for this research in the development of my research questions.  Instead of 
looking at factors that limit the achievement of Black students in literacy, I desire to 
examine factors that contributed to their success.  However, although I am exploring 
transcendence in literacy, I must also acknowledge my own belief, which is grounded in 
Critical Race Theory (Ladson-Billings, 1999, 2004, 2006, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Tate, 1997) (see Chapter Two for an extended discussion), that societal and 
institutional structures are creating an environment that can potentially lead to negative 
outcomes and that these children exist within an educational structure that values middle 
class Whiteness, as seen through the curriculum and language.   
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Utilization of Critical Race Theory in educational contexts illustrates the 
proliferation of racist educational structures that treat Whiteness as a form of property 
and allows for the promulgation of educational inequity (Ladson-Billings, 1999, 2004; 
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).  Thus, this research is significant, because it 
both explores success in literacy while also documenting how these children push back 
against racist structures and values that exist to create and/or persist in creating 
limitations for students of color. 
I have created a research question that seeks to examine literacy achievement 
while both acknowledging and taking the critical stances I possess.  My research question 
is as follows: 
 How do Black youth perceive and portray their academic and literacy 
achievement in the face of widespread deficit perspectives? 
Assumptions 
 Since the participants in this study controlled much of the data collection process 
(see Chapter Three), I assumed that the data provided to me was what the children 
perceived as their truth.  Moreover, in our discussion of the data, I assumed that, through 
analysis, this discussion allowed me to portray their stories faithfully. 
Limitations 
 As this study focuses on the lived experiences of individuals, this study is not 
meant to be generalized to any individual outside of this study, and, particularly, not the 
Black community, as a whole.  Generalization of research results is what led to many of 
the deficit discourses that exist today.  This study is simply presenting the stories of four 
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children and their academic achievement.  As Creswell (2013) points out, qualitative 
inquiry focuses on the description and themes of a particular site in a particular context.  
Particularity is valued over generalizability (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 2000).  
Additionally, by providing thick descriptions and a detailed discussion of the methods 
used, a framework should be in place to allow for the transferability of the methods of 
this study to other contexts (Merriam, 1988). 
Delimitations 
 This study is constrained through participant selection.  All four children attended 
the same community center and lived in the same community throughout their childhood.  
By focusing on participants from the same community center, although they may share 
the center, they do not share the same classroom experience.  Each child attends a 
different school with a different grade-level teacher.  Thus, resources, relationships, 
curriculum, and instruction vary from child to child.  However, this study does still 
possess a limited perspective. 
Definition of Terms 
 By engaging a postcritical paradigm, I acknowledge that even vocabulary is 
contested.  The meaning of words is always in flux, because all meaning depends on 
previously defined words and structures, which places them in a constant state of deferral 
in that an older meaning is supplanted by new constructs and definitions in new words, 
but the old words are retained (Derrida, 1976).  This is what Derrida (1976) refers to as 
différance.  Because of différance, I define the following terms for a better understanding 
of this manuscript. 
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Culture 
Culture is the shared experiences and meanings of a social group.  Experiences 
and meanings can be generated through language, practices, customs, and representations 
(Barker, 2012; Hall, 1986).  However, the primary determinant of a culture is language, 
as language defines and delimits the practices and customs of a culture (Barker, 2012).   
Dominant/Majoritarian (Discourse) 
 Dominant or majoritarian are adjectives to describe the values or practices that are 
considered normal and, generally, privileges certain groups while silencing others 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  Dominant or majoritarian 
discourses are also known as “grand narratives”, or storytelling that legitimates myths or 
social norms as a form of knowledge and maintains existing power relations (Lyotard, 
1984). 
Race 
Race is a socially constructed category that refers to social groups based on a 
mythologized link between physical features and personal characteristics, such as 
intelligence, morality, and achievement; race is dependent upon the current historical 
period of political and social struggles.  Because of its social construction, race exists 
only in language (Leonardo, 2013; Lopez, 1994; Montagu, 1997).  Defining the concept 
of race also introduced a binary of White versus non-White.   Binaries produce a situation 
wherein one binary is always subjugated to another in its creation.  One must always be 
inferior due to the identification of difference to label the binary (Derrida, 1976).     
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Racism 
 Racism is a system of unequal power relationships that allows for the subjugation, 
exploitation, abuse, and oppression of one group by another based on an individual’s 
belonging to a race or ethnic group (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 
Structural Racism 
 Structural racism is racism that exists within a structure of society or an institution 
that seeks to maintain inequities based on race.  This includes both policies and practices 
(Yosso, 2006). 
Chapter Summary & Organization of the Study 
 In this chapter, I identified how I came to this study through my own experiences 
with deficit discourses as a child.  Next, I underscored that the purpose and significance 
of my study was based on the fact that I am utilizing an anti-deficit achievement 
perspective to examine literacy success by Black youth.  I also delineated the 
assumptions, limitations, and delimitations underlying this study, as well as important 
definitions and terms needed to understand this study. 
 In the next chapter, I outline the history of deficit thinking, as well as Critical 
Race Theory and its roles in this research.  In Chapter Three, I discuss methods of data 
collection and analysis in the context of experimental ethnographic research utilizing 
photovoice.  In Chapter Four, I discuss and analyze the data collected, and, in Chapter 
Five, I provide some final thoughts along with future implications of this research. 
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Chapter Two: 
Review of the Literature 
 In Chapter One, I indicated that, too often, educational research relies on deficit 
perspectives.  These deficit perspectives forced me to consider the pervasiveness of race, 
racism, and raciality in education.  With this in mind, I turned to Critical Race Theory in 
order to situate my research within a framework that centers issues of race and actively 
challenges racist structures.  In Section I, I outline the history of deficit thinking.  Section 
II summarizes Critical Race Theory and discusses its major tenets.  Section III elaborates 
on the tenet of counternarrative, including a discussion of its use as both a theoretical and 
methodological framework.  Section IV describes several studies that utilized 
counternarrative in order to analyze race in education through a Critical Race Theory 
lens.  Section V discusses the significance of the study through its merger of an anti-
deficit perspective with Critical Race Theory. 
Section I:  Historical Overview of Deficit Thinking 
 Deficit thinking in education evolves out of ideas originating in the European 
Enlightenment and now manifests itself in education discourses that promulgate “at-risk” 
narratives.  In this section, I discuss how such thinking began in the 1600s based on 
economic interests and shifted with the political and social climate throughout the 
subsequent centuries to focus on genetic and cultural deficits. 
The Origins of Deficit Thinking 
 The dehumanization of Black populations has its origins, ironically, in the period 
of the European Enlightenment.  This period emphasized man’s place within nature and 
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presented a new form of intellectualism that encompassed both reason and the 
employment of the scientific method (Montagu, 1997).  Using the ideals of the European 
Enlightenment, French General LaFayette with assistance from Thomas Jefferson drafted 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which advocated for the equality 
of men and the freedom imbued upon the by virtue of being men.  The creation of this 
document presented a challenge for those involved in protecting Europe’s economic 
interests given Europe’s heavy conquest of and slave trade in Africa (Montagu, 1997).  
Thus, an argument was made to dehumanize Africans in order to protect these interests 
by stating that they were inferior to White men on account of their lack of developed 
civilization.  For instance, in 1740, David Hume wrote: 
I am apt to suspect all negroes, and in general all other species of men…to be 
naturally inferior to the white… No ingenious manufactures amongst them, no 
arts, no sciences… Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen, in 
so many countries and ages, if nature had not made an original distinction 
between these breeds of men.  Not to mention our colonies, there are negro slaves 
dispersed all over Europe, of which none ever discovered any symptoms of 
ingenuity. (as quoted in Montagu, 1997, p. 58) 
Differences based on perceived assumptions regarding intelligence and culture had long 
existed.  The Greco-Roman period also saw heavy reliance on a slave economy, which 
included claims of inferiority regarding the slaves themselves.  However, the European 
Enlightenment’s push for the use of the scientific method and reason to resolve the 
  15 
 
questions of humanity, for the first time, allowed for the proliferation of a scientific basis 
for this discrimination in the search for biological inferiority (Montagu, 1997). 
In the United States, deficit thinking also began as a way to ensure the safety of 
economic interests.  Although the Declaration of Independence, like the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, declared all men to be created equal, the success of 
the early agrarian economy required that this new country retain the institution of slavery 
(Menchaca, 1997; Montagu, 1997).  The reconciliation of these two ideas was based on 
deficit thinking regarding non-White populations.  Some scientists had turned to the 
emerging field of craniology to determine a person’s cognitive ability.  These scientists 
stated that Black people possessed certain cranial characteristics that were more similar to 
gorillas and monkeys than White people.  Thus, Black people were, in fact, not human, 
but animals.  Other scientists used environmental observations to explain the differences 
between Black and White people.  These scientists advanced the notion that, because of a 
hotter climate in Africa, Black people became more lethargic to acclimate to the climate, 
and this acclimation also attributed to their lack of civilization development (Menchaca, 
1997; Montagu, 1997).  On account of these two scientific camps, many in this period, 
including Thomas Jefferson, viewed non-Whites as both cognitively and morally inferior 
with a penchant for laziness.  White farmers viewed slavery as a benefit to Black slaves 
in that emancipating Black slaves would lead to their destitution and eventual deaths due 
to their unproductive nature (Menchaca, 1997). 
Thomas Jefferson, however, did believe that slavery would eventually be 
abolished, but this was not due to a shift in his racist views.  He thought that the 
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continuation of slavery would lead to the degradation of White slave owners.  Relying 
heavily on the use of Black slaves meant that White men engaged in excessive leisure 
and pleasure, which could cause the downfall of their work ethic (Menchaca, 1997).  
Scholars of Critical Race Theory refer to this idea as interest convergence, or the 
allowing of some privileges and rights to non-White populations in a way that benefits 
White populations (Bell, 1980/1995) (see Section II:  Critical Race Theory).  Through 
emancipation, Black slaves would gain the privilege of freedom, but only in order to 
ensure the benefit of maintaining the work ethic of slave owners.  However, Jefferson 
retained his ideas regarding the inferiority of Black slaves and kept three of his own 
children, the products of his affairs with his Black mistress, in enslavement even after his 
death (Menchaca, 1997). 
 The belief in the inferiority of non-White people led to the passage of one of the 
first examples of deficit thinking influencing educational policy:  compulsory ignorance 
laws.  These laws prevented Black slaves from receiving any sort of education, 
particularly in literacy.  Deficit thinking allowed the perceived mental inferiority of the 
Black population to be codified, because it was believed that they did not have the ability 
to learn to read or write anyway.  The laws also protected economic interests in that there 
was some evidence of “exceptions” to their perceived inferiority and allowing Black 
slaves to learn to read and write could potentially lead to their liberation (Valencia, 
1997a). 
 Even with the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, which 
declared invalid the notion that White and non-White people were not of the same 
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species, and the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, which ended the institution of 
slavery, the Black population still did not see an end to the racist and deficit discourses 
that placed them in a subjugated position.  Discourse that had originated in faulty science 
became part of a collective view held by many early Americans (Menchaca, 1997; 
Montagu, 1997).  As such, some former slaves remained in agricultural and service 
positions, but they were now being paid an abysmal wage showing, once again, the 
importance of economic interests over human interests (Menchaca, 1997).  Moreover, 
freedom did mean social and political equality.  Even some abolitionists worked to ensure 
that non-White populations remained subjugated to White people in all aspects of life 
(Menchaca, 1997). 
 During this same period, states began to fund public education.  Some states, 
particularly states located in the South, passed compulsory ignorance laws that denied 
education to non-White populations.  In the North, larger cities allowed Black children to 
be educated, but only in segregated environments.  The federal government finally 
declared compulsory ignorance laws illegal in 1868, but this did not prevent many 
smaller towns from continuing the practice, as education was seen as state concern not a 
federal concern (Menchaca, 1997).   
The exclusion of non-White children from public education occurred for two 
reasons.  First, it was still a popular belief that Black people did not possess the ability to 
learn, and, second, some feared the degradation of the White race through social mixing 
with non-White populations.  Additionally, educating Black children could lead to a 
generation of children who demanded jobs equivalent with their education, which could 
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hurt poor White people who represented much of the skilled labor market (Menchaca, 
1997).  This did not stop some philanthropic organizations from establishing segregated 
schools.  However, this often required approval from local school boards or state 
governments, and approval was rarely granted. 
 In 1896, in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court upheld racial 
segregation through the creation of the doctrine of “separate but equal”, which stated that 
public facilities could be racially segregated as long as those facilities were equal in 
nature.  An unintended consequence of this decision was the confirmation of the rights of 
states to keep White children segregated from Black children if they were allowed to be 
educated.  Knowing that there was now an avenue to attain public education for Black 
children which was supported through a decision of the Supreme Court, philanthropic 
and liberal organizations pushed for public education for Black children in segregated 
environments (Menchaca, 1997).  As the number of Black children attending school 
increased, a new model of deficit thinking emerged:  the genetic pathology model 
(Menchaca, 1997; Valencia, 1997b).   
The Genetic Pathology Model 
 With the development of standardized tests for measuring intelligence, a number 
of scientists created a new field of research known as race psychology wherein new tests 
were used to examine the differences in intelligence between White and non-White 
populations (Ladson-Billings, 2012; Valencia, 1997b).  One of the first studies on the 
intelligence of Black children was conducted in Columbia, South Carolina, in 1913 by 
Alice Strong (Guthrie, 1976).  Strong found that, although they possessed excellent 
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abilities in rote memory, Black children were “mentally younger than the white…inferior 
[in] esthetic judgment, observation, reasoning, motor control, logical memory, use of 
words, resistance to suggestion and in orientation or adjustment to the institutions  and 
complexities of civilized society” (as quoted in Guthrie, 1976, p. 54).  As more and more 
researchers employed intelligence testing with similar results, the genetic pathology 
model, or the belief that inferiority is hereditary through genetics, materialized as the new 
foundation for deficit thinking (Ladson-Billings, 2012; Valencia, 1997b).  Again, the 
intellectually disadvantaged group “failed” the tests while the advantaged group 
succeeded. 
 One of the greatest problems with the genetic pathology model is that it shifted 
the field of psychology from a focus on the mind to a focus on behavior that was 
genetically pre-determined.  It did not account for any social, economic, or cultural 
(environmental) differences (Marks, 1981).  Additionally, although many psychologists 
set out to determine the commonalities in humanity, race psychologists focused solely on 
the differences, which created a field that could only traffic in the identification of 
deficits and deficiencies.  No other outcome was possible (Valencia, 1997b).  
Furthermore, the genetic pathology model combined with the American belief in innate 
abilities and work ethic to produce a new underpinning for meritocratic ideology.  
Previous beliefs in the laziness of the Black race and the new findings of race psychology 
meant that, under meritocracy, the Black population should not receive any reward or 
benefit from societal participation (Marks, 1981). 
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 The genetic pathology model eventually found its way into education.  In 1916, 
based on his own research in race psychology, Lewis Terman, the father of the 
intelligence testing movement, advocated for separate education for non-White children 
(Valencia, 1997b).  Terman pushed for the use of intelligence testing by school 
administrators to better determine curriculum differentiation (Ladson-Billings, 2012; 
Valencia, 1997b).  He stated that non-White children “should be segregated in special 
classes and be given instruction which is concrete and practical.  They cannot master 
abstractions, but they can be made efficient workers, able to look out for themselves” (as 
quoted in Valencia, 1997b, p. 61).  With the publication of an intelligence test for schools 
to administer in group settings in 1920, Terman saw his push come to fruition.   
The employment of these intelligence tests on a massive scale saw schools 
become more stratified along racial divisions.  Schools divided students into “normal” 
classrooms and classrooms focusing on remediation, which were almost exclusively non-
White classrooms.  These classes had differing methods of instruction, as well as 
educational objectives and curriculum focuses.  Under the advice of race psychologists, 
the lower-tracked classrooms tended to focus on a vocational curriculum, which had 
drastic effects on future economic and social mobility for non-White children (Valencia, 
1997b). 
 To be fair, Valencia (1997b) states that, although the genetic pathology model 
greatly attributed to the racism found in education in the early twentieth century, the 
model served more as legitimatizing factor, as opposed to a causal factor.  The pervasive 
racism and false pre-conceived notions about Black people of the late nineteenth century 
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still dominated.  It was already well-believed that Black children could not be educated 
and, due to perceived laziness, they should not be educated in the same way as White 
children, but, instead, prepared for unskilled and skilled labor.  Intelligence testing 
became just one way in which a racist society could support decisions to segregate and 
subjugate the Black population (Ladson-Billings, 2012; Valencia, 1997b). 
 Critics of the genetic pathology model, including Black scholars, scrutinized race 
psychology research.  One argument made by critics was that the studies were flawed in 
that they did not account for the longstanding practice of not educating Black children 
(DuBois, 1915; Valencia, 1997b).  Thus, it should be expected that there are racial 
differences in levels of intelligence based on this history (Valencia, 1997b).  In addition, 
given the prevalence of White examiners administering intelligence tests, some of the 
lower scores received by Black children could be attributed to examiner effects (Steele, 
1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Valencia, 1997b).  Moreover, intelligence tests did not 
(and still do not) take into consideration social, cultural, and environmental factors 
(Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Valencia, 1997b).  It is the challenge to this last 
argument that produced the next wave in deficit thinking. 
The Cultural Deficit Model 
 The genetic pathology model fell into disfavor following the 1920s for several 
reasons.  The Great Depression saw White Americans plummet into poverty and live in 
similar situations as the non-White population.  The genetic pathology model held that it 
was those of lower intelligence who experienced poverty.  Thus, to continue supporting 
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the model meant that one was also supporting those White people living in poverty as 
possessing the same intelligence as non-White people (Foley, 1997).   
Also, the application of the eugenics movement of the 1920s later seen through 
the discovery of the atrocities Adolf Hitler committed against the Jewish people in the 
name of genetic inferiority caused many researchers to distance themselves from genetic 
research involving race (Foley, 1997).  In the late 1920s, Jean Piaget, the father of 
developmental psychology, advanced the argument that both genetics and environment 
played a role in cognitive development (Foley, 1997; Piaget, 1929).  Finally, the 1954 
Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education to reverse the separate but equal 
doctrine created by Plessy v. Ferguson  in 1896 marked a turning point for researchers 
studying race and education (Foley, 1997; Pearl, 1997). 
With the genetic pathology model in disrepute, the field of anthropology turned to 
issues of culture.  In 1965, Oscar Lewis, a renowned anthropologist, advanced the culture 
of poverty theory wherein those who lived in poverty developed their own norms and 
social practices as a response to their lived experiences that were passed down 
generationally creating a never-ending cycle of poverty (Foley, 1997).  Lewis identified 
70 traits that the poor possessed, including a lack of work ethic, hedonism, matriarchal 
dysfunctional families, a lack of civic participation, and a distrust of political leaders and 
law enforcement (Foley, 1997).     
 Admirers of Lewis and other researchers conducted studies that reinforced his 
ideas and created the cultural deficit model, or the belief that inferiority or deficits are 
based on cultural attributes and behavior (Foley, 1997).  Parenting studies emerged that 
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purported to show how working class parents were highly non-verbal, less-skilled, and 
authoritarian, which made their children unable to communicate using the language of 
middle-class children and reliant upon negative reinforcements (Andrew, 1977; Foley, 
1997; Pearl, 1997).  Other studies focused on multiple-mothering, or several matriarchal 
figures caring for children, and stated that this caused inconsistencies in adult-child 
relationships that led to certain needs not being met (Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Pearl, 1997).  
Some studies focused solely on father figures and claimed that working-class fathers 
were often drunks who were abusive toward their children and did not provide for their 
families (Gil, 1970; Pearl, 1997).   
The final determination of all of these studies were children who possessed 
deficiencies and deficits due to their family unit and home environment, which became 
the transmitting sources for all deficits found within these studies of culture.  These 
deficits included underdeveloped intellect, restricted language, low self-esteem, lack of 
impulse control, low aspirations, immorality, and fatalism (Montagu, 1997; Pearl, 1997).  
Some scholars even referred to this as the “initial deficiency” that cannot be overcome by 
schooling alone (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 21).   
 Deficit labeling for many children starts with the labeling of place and moves to 
the individual without any actual evidence from the children themselves to support these 
labels (Smyth & Wrigley, 2013).  For instance, instead of giving consideration to the 
available number of jobs in a community versus the total workforce population, 
communities with high unemployment rates may be labeled as neighborhoods containing 
a high proportion of “lazy” individuals who do not “want” to work.  The argument then 
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follows that these “lazy” individuals provide poor examples to their families by not 
working, which subsequently leads to low aspirations in their children (Smyth & 
Wrigley, 2013). 
 The cultural deficit model also blames parents for the outlook Black children have 
regarding their future aspirations in life.  Parents do not explicitly discuss this topic with 
their children, but, instead, implicitly model behaviors that reinforce certain ideas.  For 
instance, Ogbu (1990) argues that Black children are aware of a job ceiling for  Black 
people through the behavior of their parents and society, at large.  Through 
demonstrations concerning low wages and underemployment, which children can view 
through mass media or witness their own parent’s participation, children can observe the 
disparities in the job market.  
 Ogbu (1990) found that this also occurs in regard to schooling.  Although Black 
parents desire that their children receive a better education than they might have received, 
through lack of employment or expressed disillusionment with the job market, the parents 
are indirectly telling their children that the work they put into school will not aid in 
mobility and success in the long run.  Essentially, Ogbu (1990) is arguing that the lived 
experiences of Black parents serves to contradict any aspiration they may have for their 
children or that their children may possess. 
 The community in which Black children live also receives much of the blame for 
lack of educational success.  Ogbu (1990) argues that the “survival strategies” of the 
Black community have led to the belief that there are other means, beside school, that can 
create success (p. 129).  Manipulation of and the reliance upon the “street economy” 
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through the utilization of the selling goods and services, including drugs and sex, is a 
path to success that is not dependent upon any sort of conventional education (Ogbu, 
1990, p. 129).  Often, the outward appearance of the success participants in this street 
economy display seems like a much easier route than schooling.  Black children see this 
path as an available and actual alternative to school (Ogbu, 1990). 
 The cultural deficit model led to a host of educational policy recommendations, 
including the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) (Ladson-
Billings, 2012; Pearl, 1997).  Having been raised in an impoverished family, President 
Lyndon B. Johnson believed that education was the only way for any child to overcome 
poverty and disadvantage (Cross, 2004).  This is what the original ESEA was designed to 
do.  Through the funding of special programs, specifically the ESEA Title 1 program, 
President Johnson hoped the ESEA would win the “War on Poverty” (Cross, 2004).  
However, the perceived and, in some instances, actual correlation between urban 
poverty and race allowed the term “disadvantaged” to stretch outward to include not only 
those living in poverty, but also members of the Black community (Daniel, 1964a, 1964b; 
Jones-Wilson, 1990; Passow, 1963).   Furthermore, these special programs advocated for 
compensatory education and relied on the belief that there was an  
‘accumulated environmental deficit’ – that is, students entered school with a 
build-up of handicaps incurred in early formative years that would be irreversible 
unless significant action was taken when children were very young…If, however, 
intervention begins early enough the child can recover from the lack of 
intellectual stimulation at home and the dearth of language (Pearl, 1991, p. 285). 
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Language development became the focus of many of these special programs (Pearl, 
1997).   
Black students underwent a deculturalization process in which their preferred 
method of speaking was viewed as incorrect, because they were not speaking “standard 
English” (Boateng, 1986).  Teaching Black children using basic and informal vocabulary 
became the chosen curriculum for many schools in the second half of the twentieth 
century (Boateng, 1986; Pearl, 1997).  When subsequent studies that analyzed these 
curriculum materials showed that the dialect spoken by Black children was not the source 
of the problem and that the use of these materials did not improve academic performance, 
the argument over language shifted (Simons, 1976).  
The argument moved into differences in communication strategies wherein 
researchers stated that familial, historical, and societal influences, including the 
prevalence of oral culture within the Black community, have had a determinant effect in 
the way Black students communicate with schools and school agents (Ogbu, 1990).  In 
the 1970s, Labov (1972) attempted to falsify these beliefs by putting forth a new theory 
that the language of Black students was not incorrect, but, instead, just different.  He 
stated that Black students have the ability to learn and navigate the educational system, 
and the actual problem was the difference between their language and the language of 
school.   
Heath (1983) confirmed the work of Labov (1972) with her study that recorded 
and analyzed language learning in two working class communities, one White and one 
Black.  She found that the value and expectations of the home and the community in 
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which a child is raised largely determines a child’s language, and these expectations are 
different from the expectations held by schools (Heath, 1983).  Even as late as 1997, 
language remained an issue as school districts were battling over the implementation of 
Ebonics, or Black vernacular English, and whether or not teachers should be trained in 
the language and use it in classrooms with predominantly Black populations (Jones, 
1997).  However, the work of Labov (1972) and Heath (1983) never gained saliency in 
national discourse and educational policy.   
 When many of these compensatory programs failed in the 1970s, the “excellence” 
movement, which focused on individual effort as the source of school success, dominated 
national discourse in 1980s.  It was a critique of this movement that gave us the still 
pervasive deficit term “at-risk” (Valencia & Solórzano, 1997).  These critics believed that 
individual effort should not be the focus of educational reform, but, instead, systemic 
issues that lead to school failure, a critique that would later be taken up by Critical Race 
Theorists in the 1990s (see Section II:  Critical Race Theory for this discussion).  They 
developed the term “at-risk” to describe children who were placed in jeopardy of school 
failure by the standardization and testing movement, which placed all children into a 
“one-size-fits-all” curriculum.  However, the term “at-risk” was coopted by the 
excellence movement to represent children who could not or were not meeting the 
demands of the educational objectives of the movement (Valencia & Solórzano, 1997).   
 The term “at-risk” focused solely on the inadequacies of children and not any 
possible potential they may possess.  Many of these inadequacies are still rooted in the 
cultural deficit model by relying on personal and familial attributes to explain school 
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failure (Valencia & Solórzano, 1997).  The term does not implicate, as it was intended to 
do, any failure on behalf of a school or the educational system, at large (Valencia & 
Solórzano, 1997).  Thus, the deficit perspective affected and continues to affect not only 
how academic achievement is explained, but also how individuals are viewed within the 
education system with educational actors determining a child’s future path in life based 
on a singular label and preconceived notions about this label.  Although labeling aids no 
one, if the education system needs a label, Smyth and Wrigley (2013) believe that the 
more appropriate label would be “at-promise” (p. 11), as all children have the promise to 
be successful. 
Section II:  Critical Race Theory 
Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a movement that seeks to take up the issues of 
race, racism, and power in societal and institutional structures.  It is both a scholarly and 
activist movement that desires to push back against the incremental change embraced by 
the (neo)liberalist tradition in order to achieve true transformation within society 
regarding issues of race (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  Critical Race Theorists see the 
current state of race in the United States in realist terms in that they recognize the 
continued disenfranchisement of non-White populations even with the abundance of 
racial progress narratives in existence (Leonardo, 2013).  CRT traces its origins to three 
separate evolutions in United States history:  Critical Legal Studies (Ladson-Billings, 
1999), radical feminism, and the Civil Rights movement (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).   
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Critical Legal Studies  
CRT’s most direct origin can be traced to developments in the mid-1970s within a 
field known as Critical Legal Studies (CLS).  CLS focused on the ignorance of the legal 
system to address issues of class in doctrinal and policy analysis.  These scholars offered 
a critique of the legal system which displayed how it was legitimizing and reifying the 
class structure of the United States (Ladson-Billings, 1999).  Derrick Bell and Richard 
Delgado, both CLS scholars and early CRT scholars, believed that CLS did not go far 
enough in its challenges in that the movement never confronted the legal system on issues 
of race.   
CLS scholars also disputed the practice of arguing a legal case based solely on 
“facts” and the belief that any issue or situation outside of these “facts” is not relevant to 
a case.  Bell challenged this belief by stating that the particularities of an individual’s 
story and history are also pertinent, as there are political, economic, and social 
dimensions that must be considered (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Tate, 1997; Unger, 
1983).  Bell chose to present these dimensions in the form of narrative, which allows for 
the removal of abstraction in law.  The use of narrative also aids in a better understanding 
of an individual’s lived experience by relying on the literary devices of storytelling and 
providing a personal voice to accompany these stories (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Tate, 
1997; Unger, 1983). 
Prompted by the lack of action on issues of race by CLS scholars and the fact that 
the Civil Rights Movement was no longer making the progress that was seen in the 
1960s, Bell, Delgado, and other early CRT scholars held a meeting in a convent in 
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Madison, Wisconsin, in 1989 in order to deliberate on how to address continued 
inequality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  They pushed for a discussion of not only the 
meritocratic system in the United States and its effects on race, but also the hegemony of 
White meritocracy over the non-White population (Cook, 1995; Crenshaw, 1995; Dalton, 
1995; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004).  They also advocated for a social justice agenda and 
activism by those involved with CRT (Crenshaw, 1995; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004).  
Additional conferences and meetings were held in which other movements were 
recognized for their efforts in addressing inequality and unified with the thoughts of CLS 
to form the basic tenets of CRT.  From CLS, these early theorists adopted the idea of 
legal indeterminacy wherein, depending on perspective and lines of thinking, one case 
can have dichotomous outcomes.  Moreover, they believed that lower courts rewrote 
precedents in the legal system based on how they interpreted major Supreme Court 
decisions that were intended to correct systems of inequality, as seen with Brown v. 
Board of Education (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  This meant that, without sustained 
action, over time, any progress made regarding issues of race was fading.  
Radical Feminism and the Civil Rights Movement 
Early CRT scholars also embraced the radical feminist movement of the 1960s.  
Radical feminism argues that traditional gender roles are a social construction that allow 
patriarchy and power relationships between the biological sexes to persist.  Using the lens 
of race, CRT scholars promulgate that race is another social construction, like gender, 
that allows racism, both systemic and endemic, to endure (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  
Although the idea of race as a social construction does not originate with CRT and can be 
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found in the ideas of the European Enlightenment (Lopez, 1994; Montagu, 1997), CRT 
scholars used the foundation laid by radical feminism regarding gender as a social 
construction to bolster the idea that race existed in the same way.   
From the Civil Rights movement, CRT scholars recognized the positive effects of 
empowering a group and acknowledging and remedying historical, contextual, societal, 
and political injustices.  They also incorporated the idea that there are “practical 
consequences” for real people that must be understood by theorists (Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001, p. 5).  Through the use of the term “racial oppression”, Critical Race Theorists 
have taken up a Civil Rights discourse by naming the oppressor or the agent of racism 
and by avoiding victim blaming.  Like the construction of race as a social act, the 
oppressed-oppressor relationship is a social one that can only be critiqued if one is 
willing to name it (Leonardo, 2013).  Both the Civil Rights movement and CRT name 
relationships within societal and institutional systems that favor White populations while 
divesting non-White populations. 
Critical Race Theory in Education 
 The application of CRT to education was not intended to simply highlight the 
variable of race in education research and pedagogy, but, instead, it was to expose how 
the issue of race is replete within the entire educational system (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Leonardo, 2013; Tate, 1997).  Issues of race are not limited to curriculum issues or 
the demand for multicultural education and inclusion.  Race is found in every component 
and process of the educational establishment (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Leonardo, 
2013; Tate, 1997).   
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To be fair, CRT scholars do not condemn the work of multicultural education.  
Indeed, multiculturalism (Hall, 1997) laid much of the groundwork for the entrance of 
CRT into education by challenging the Eurocentrism that proliferated in educational 
discourses throughout the 1970s and 1980s (Leonardo, 2013).  However, although 
multiculturalism began as a form of rebellion, by the 1990s, it had been coopted as an 
educational agenda (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).  This agenda pushed for 
a color-blind curriculum that included all cultures.  The focus on all cultures allowed for 
the continuance of a predominantly White-streamed curriculum in the classroom 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).   
Recognizing this cooptation, CRT scholars found themselves presenting a more 
militant approach to issues of race than multicultural scholars (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Leonardo, 2013; Tate, 1997).  Additionally, Critical Race Theorists view racism in 
education as a structural problem.  Thus, by continuing schooling in its traditional form 
and altering only the curriculum, racism is allowed to perpetuate in the educational 
system (Gillborn, 2008; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).  However, CRT 
scholars did not break with multiculturalism entirely, as many edited collections on CRT 
contain work by multicultural scholars and vice versa.  They view work that was done by 
multicultural scholars as a starting point in battling racism.  CRT can, therefore, be seen 
as an extension, albeit a radical one, rather than a challenge to multiculturalism 
(Leonardo, 2013). 
  
  33 
 
Tenets of Critical Race Theory 
CRT might be conceived around five central tenets:  interest convergence, the 
permanence of racism, Whiteness as property, critique of (neo)liberalism, and 
counternarrative.  Although many Critical Race Theorists may focus only on one of these 
tenets in their scholarship (Bell, 1980/1995; Green, 1999; Harris, 1995), it is not 
uncommon for these scholars to utilize several of these tenets within any analysis (Bell, 
1992; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004).   
Interest convergence.  The theme of interest convergence within CRT has been 
one of the most divisive themes for CRT scholars.  The notion of interest convergence 
suggests that privileges or rights are given to non-White people only in instances in 
which providing these rights will not disrupt the privileges and rights of White people 
(Bell, 1980/1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  Moreover, providing the non-White 
population with basic rights often serves the self-interest of White people (Bell, 
1980/1995; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).   
The suggestion that race allocates certain privileges and benefits rebuffed those 
who felt that racism could be overcome simply through the elimination of the social 
construct of race (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  Those who sided with the idea of interest 
convergence, often referred to as realists or materialists, pointed out that, prior to slavery, 
Europeans held the contributions of Africa in the areas of astronomy and learning in high 
regard.  It was not until there was a material interest in using people from Africa as a 
means of production that racism developed through exploitation and demonization.  For 
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realists, it was materialism that generated the social construction of race (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001). 
Siding with the realists, Bell (1980/1995) famously argued that Brown v. Board of 
Education was an example of interest convergence.  He stated that continuing segregation 
in the United States decreased America’s international credibility in the spread of 
democracy.  The Soviet Union and the United States, at the time, fought for the loyalty of 
the uncommitted Third World.  It was battle for the “hearts and minds” of Brown and 
Black people that required them to choose between capitalism and communism.   
The United States knew that the country faced a disadvantage in this battle with 
international media outlets continually recounting the lynching and horrific murders of 
Black people in the South, including Emmett Till (Bell, 1980/1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 
2001).  There was also increased anger by Black veterans over discrimination following 
World War II and the Korean War.  Many Black servicemen returned home to find 
themselves subjugated in menial jobs and treated as second-class citizens.  There was a 
large possibility of mass civil unrest and challenges to the current place of Black people 
in the capitalist economy.  Many feared that this was preventing industrialization in the 
South.  The United States knew that it would have to address problems at home before 
seeking out support from countries around the world that were uncommitted to either 
communism or capitalism (Bell, 1980/1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).   
Bell (1980/1995) knew that it would require more than a shift in thinking and 
perception in the United States to correct this problem.  He maintained that “the number 
[of Whites] who would act on morality alone was insufficient to bring about the desired 
  35 
 
racial reform” (p. 23).  Thus, Brown v. Board of Education served the self-interest of 
White people in the United States while also granting limited rights to the Black 
population.   
This is also seen in the procurement of Black adolescents as student-athletes.  As 
affirmed by DeCuir and Dixson (2004), “[a] school’s interest in making its athletic 
program more competitive converge[s] with some African-American families’ desire to 
provide a ‘rigorous’ education for their children” (p. 29), and, in turn, the system permits 
Black student-athletes access to honors or advanced placement courses.  However, 
although this convergence may provide the promise of a “rigorous education”, it may not 
actually be received due to lack of participation by Black student-athletes or additional 
barriers created by the school (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004).    
The permanence of racism.  DeCuir and Dixson (2004) argue that “the notion of 
the permanence of racism suggests that racist hierarchical structures govern all political, 
economic, and social domains.  Such structures allocate the privileging of Whites and the 
subsequent Othering of people of color in all arenas, including education” (p. 27).  
Hence, issues of race and racism are an integral part of the American societal structure 
(Bell, 1992).  This permanence continues even with shifting demographic and social 
trends as the social and power relationships between White and non-White populations 
are redefined with each generation and is dependent upon the current historical moment 
(Omi & Winant, 1994).  Even if, as a society, we are able to address and overcome overt 
instances of racism, including slavery, Jim Crow laws, and the shooting of Trayvon 
Martin and Michael Brown, in the end, an individual’s opportunities and limitations are 
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still determined by that individual’s race in the course of their everyday lived 
experiences. 
In education, racism becomes a permanent fixture through the concept of 
“Othering”, which occurs through the use of deficit language to label non-White students 
and the schools they attend.  This includes the use of such terms as “at-risk” student or 
“failing” school.  By labeling these students and schools as something that is not 
“normal”, the educational system has “Othered” these students.  The system has created a 
false dichotomy of what is normal (White) and what is not normal (non-White).  These 
labels perpetuate based on stereotypical assumptions without giving credence to an 
individual’s actual ability or success.  With these labels comes access to (or lack thereof) 
resources that affect academic achievement and a resegregation of schools that allows for 
White students to prosper (Ladson-Billings, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 
1997).  
Whiteness as property.  According to Harris (1995), history has solidified 
Whiteness not only in the form of an abstract concept, but also as a property interest.  As 
such, Whiteness as property encompasses the right to possession, use, and disposition.  
As a right of possession and use, Harris asserted that “Whiteness can move from being a 
passive characteristic as an aspect of identity to an active entity that – like other types of 
property – is used to fulfill the will and exercise power” (p. 282).  In other words, 
Whiteness is no longer only a physical representation, but, instead, something that can be 
presented to receive certain privileges, such as power.  Whiteness has become an asset 
that is traded, leveraged, and banked upon.   
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The codification of race at the institutional level reinforces the right of possession 
and allows those who possess Whiteness to make privilege claims under the law (Harris, 
1995).  For example, until the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Black people 
could not use their membership in the Black community as a property right to ascertain 
the privilege of voting.  Only those who possessed Whiteness had the privilege of being 
able to legally vote in all 50 states.  By accepting White privilege, White people embrace 
the right of disposition of their property.   
In education, Whiteness as property can be found in school policies and curricula 
that deny non-White students access to an equitable education.  Many schools have been 
able to resegregate successfully through tracking and honors/advanced placement 
courses.  Non-White students are denied access to these advanced courses and placed in 
lower-level or remedial courses.  Often, this occurs without any consideration for the 
actual ability level of the student (Green, 1999), but, instead, the assumed behaviors and 
stereotypes of a population.  In turn, school systems reinforce the right to enjoyment of 
Whiteness as property.  Non-White students who have gained a position in these 
advanced courses may be resisting the manifestation of Whiteness as property and have 
found ways to circumvent White privilege.  However, this is more common in the private 
school system (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). 
Critique of (neo)liberalism.  CRT scholars challenge the (neo)liberal ideology 
that promotes colorblindness, neutrality of the law, and incremental change (Bell, 
1980/1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Gotanda, 1991; Williams, 1997).  Although 
colorblindness and neutrality of the law may allow individuals to ignore flagrant racism 
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in our society, they do not allow individuals to see the racial inequities and White 
privilege that are entrenched in our societal structures.  Microaggressions (Pierce, 1970, 
1974), such as complimenting a Black individual on how well-spoken they are, which 
actually indicates surprise on behalf of the person given the compliment that a Black 
individual could or might be so well-spoken, continue as a matter of everyday business.  
This perpetuates the permanence of racism through the use of deficit language to describe 
what is not “normal” (non-White) (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Williams, 1997).  Hence, 
racism persists.   
Moreover, incremental change benefits those in power by not dismantling the 
current social and institutional structures and creating equality and not equity.  DeCuir 
and Dixson (2004) state that “remedies based on equality assume that citizens have the 
same opportunities and experiences…Equity, however, recognizes that the playing field 
is unequal and attempts to address the inequality” (p. 29, emphasis in the original).  In 
education, beliefs in colorblindness and treating students “equally” often lead to the 
failure of Black students.  By not acknowledging the inequity the students have faced 
throughout their academic careers, educational institutions cannot address the needs of 
the students in achieving some form of equity.  Even with the entrance of multicultural 
texts into English/Language Arts, Black students are not being given the instruction 
necessary to navigate the predominant White language and White curriculum of the 
classroom (Jordan, 2010). 
  
  39 
 
Section III:  Counternarrative 
Counternarrative is a tenet of CRT that is seen as both part of a theoretical and 
methodological framework.  The use of storytelling in CRT has its roots in the tradition 
of storytelling in many non-White cultures.  American slaves used storytelling to share 
the realities of slavery and expose their plantation owners.  Native Americans used 
storytelling to pass down and preserve their culture (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  CLS 
scholars used narratives to show that every legal case is multi-dimensional and the 
particularities of an individual’s story are relevant (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Tate, 
1997).  CRT scholars knew that many White individuals could not understand the racism 
faced by Black people in the United States.  Thus, they set out to create counternarratives 
that challenged the White hegemonic accounts of the Black experience (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).  These accounts were constructed 
falsely and presented as a form of truth when, in reality, they were simply a grand 
narrative (Lyotard, 1984). 
In its most simple definition, a counternarrative might best be conceived as a story 
that presents an alternative, marginalized, or silenced viewpoint that is meant to stand in 
opposition to a story that has been accepted by certain populations or society, at large 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).   For example, in the 1950s, it 
was widely believed that educating White and non-White students in separate schools 
was acceptable since both populations would still receive an equal education.  This belief 
was challenged through the presentation of the Doll Study conducted by Kenneth and 
Mamie Clark that showed that segregation negatively affected the psyche of Black 
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children educated in separate schools ("Brown v. Board of Education," 1954).  The 
findings of the Doll Study were a counternarrative of an alternative and silenced 
viewpoint meant to oppose the accepted belief that separate did not mean unequal. 
Counternarrative centers experiential knowledge in order to expose inequities in 
societal and institutional structures (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Leonardo, 2013; 
Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).  It does this through a juxtaposition of the experiential 
narrative with the majoritarian story, or “master script” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; 
Swartz, 1992).  By privileging certain groups, a majoritarian story silences the experience 
of persons deemed as “Others” in racial, class, gender, or other (oppressed) terms 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).   
Counternarratives seek to dismantle and deconstruct the dominant discourses 
displayed in majoritarian stories by presenting the voices of those often ignored in society 
at both the individual and community level (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Leonardo, 2013; 
Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  Delgado and Stefancic (2001) state that, “Powerfully written 
stories and narratives may begin a process of adjustment in our system of beliefs and 
categories by calling to neglected evidence and reminding readers of our common 
humanity”  (p. 43).  The affective nature of these stories of common humanity is where 
real power lies.  Leonardo (2013) reminds, “Storytelling is not valued so much for its 
truth content as its truth effects, its ability to affect our actions and orientations to the 
Other” (p. 20, emphasis in the original). 
Counternarrative also challenges traditional research paradigms found both in the 
sciences and social sciences.  This research has a long tradition of using deficit language 
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to model or explain phenomena (Ladson-Billings, 2012; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  
Given the privileged position that science holds within the United States, these deficit 
stories become majoritarian stories and perpetuate negative stereotypes and false 
deficiencies of marginalized populations, as demonstrated in Section I:  Historical 
Overview of Deficit Thinking.  Using counternarrative, Critical Race Theorists can 
expose the deficit-laden discourses found in some research (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 
Counternarratives exist in three forms:  personal, other people’s, or composite 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  Personal narratives are written from an individual’s own 
perspective and experience.  These types of stories contrast the personal narrative with a 
critical race analysis (Brayboy, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  Other people’s, or 
biographical, narratives are told through a third person perspective and are placed within 
a sociohistorical context (Brayboy, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  Composite 
narratives use data collected from various individuals to create an account that can relay 
stories of oppression through the perspective of a fictionalized character (Bell, 1992; 
Brayboy, 2013; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). 
The use of counternarrative can serve three purposes for the oppressed and the 
oppressor.  First, it works to construct a social reality.  Although the stories in themselves 
are situated in a particular time and place, a collection of individual stories can serve as a 
structure which aids in ordering and understanding our experiences (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Tate, 1997).   
Second, counternarrative aids in preserving the mental well-being of marginalized 
groups.  Mass media and other communication media disseminate stereotypical images 
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and ideas about marginalized groups.  Instead of internalizing these stereotypes and 
feeling a loss of power, the sharing of counternarratives allows an individual to see 
through the dominant stereotypical discourse and recognize his or her own subjugation 
and oppressor and prevent self-harm by allowing the individual to address the situation 
(Freire, 1968/2000; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).   
Finally, counternarratives can show the oppressor the subjugation he or she is 
inflicting (Freire, 1968/2000; Horton, Bell, Gaventa, & Peters, 1990; Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).  There are many individuals who are completely unaware that 
they are involved in an oppressor-oppressed relationship.  Society has rationalized the 
oppression through its own dominant narrative, and the oppressor may not even realize 
that his or her actions are contributing to this oppression (Freire, 1968/2000; Horton et 
al., 1990; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).  These individuals exist in a state of 
dysconscious racism, or racism as part of “an uncritical habit of mind (including 
perception, attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs) that justifies inequity and exploitation by 
accepting the existing order of things as given” (King, 1991, p. 135).  Counternarratives 
can create the cognitive dissonance necessary for the oppressor to question his or her 
privileged position (Freire, 1968/2000; Horton et al., 1990; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Tate, 1997) and the self-identity that has been internalized as a result of 
dysconscious racism (King, 1991). 
In education, these narratives unmask the inequities found in curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment (Ladson-Billings, 2004; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).  For 
example, using race as an analytical tool, reading researchers have found that many 
  43 
 
characters within the literature of elementary and secondary English/Language Arts 
classrooms present a White, middle to upper class male perspective as the “standard” or 
dominant voice with character diversity being largely absent from the curriculum (Earick, 
2008; Jordan, 2010; Swartz, 1992).  Thus, although dominant educational discourses state 
that school districts are providing an equitable education for all students, the 
counternarrative reveals that only the worldviews of White children are being offered in 
the classroom.   
Section IV:  Critical Race Theory in Education Studies 
 In order to review current empirical research, I conducted a citation search (Mann, 
1986) using Google Scholar to locate studies citing the seminal article by Solórzano and 
Yosso (2002) entitled Critical Race Methodology:  Counter-storytelling as an analytical 
framework for education research.  This piece introduced the development and utilization 
of counternarrative into educational research, as outlined in Section III of this chapter.  
Thus, reports of research citing this article should engage counternarratives that challenge 
dominant educational discourses.  Using this article also delimits my search to research 
conducted within the past 12 years. 
 The initial search produced 785 manuscripts citing Solórzano and Yosso (2002).  
At this point, I then conducted a secondary search within those 785 articles using the 
following keywords:  literacy, Critical Race Theory, deficit, and counternarrative.  I 
included counternarrative in the keywords to further filter the search results, as there are 
many studies that cite Solórzano and Yosso (2002) to discuss dominant educational 
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discourse without actually producing a counternarrative.  The use of these keywords 
produced 110 results.   
 These results were then vetted based on several exclusion criteria.  First, I 
included only studies that focused on Black youth.  Although I think it is important to 
address the deficit thinking surrounding all minority populations, synthesizing research 
focused on Latin@, Native American, and other oppressed populations might generalize 
the minority experience as a singular lived experience by all non-White people and 
ignores the particularities of experience.  Second, I included only reports of research, 
excluding theoretical and conceptual pieces.  Third, the study needed to focus on 
academic achievement, in general, or literacy, in particular.  Finally, the study had to be 
student-centered; the original search produced many pieces concentrated on the narratives 
of teachers challenging deficits or culturally relevant pedagogy.  This vetting generated 
six results.  
 The limited number of results stemming from this literature search is not 
uncommon, as pointed out by Hilliard III (1995): 
Rarely do we hear of success in producing achievement for African American, 
Native American, and Hispanic students.  When we do hear of such achievement, 
it is trumpeted as a miracle, as the exception that proves the rule, as the work that 
can only be done by teachers who have a special charisma, as outliers that have to 
be regarded as statistical errors or mere accidents. (p. 102)    
This is particularly true when discussing success at the K-8 level.  Although this study is 
heavily influenced by the works of Harper (2006, 2009, 2010, 2012), all, but one, of his 
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pieces focus on Black male academic success at the post-secondary level.  It was only 
recently that he wrote a piece focusing on Black and Latino male academic success at the 
secondary level (Harper & Associates, 2014).  Indeed, of the six results produced from 
this search, only two studies (Lambright, 2006; York, 2013) addressed success at the K-8 
level.  Although it is my view that Black students in the elementary and middle grades 
will articulate their academic success differently than those students at the secondary and 
post-secondary level, all six studies were synthesized to provide a fuller picture of what 
Black student success might look like. 
Racism and Stereotypes as Motivation 
 Reports of research on academic success at the post-secondary level find that 
Black males position racism and stereotypes as motivation to succeed.  The desire to push 
back against barriers of structural racism and challenge deficit notions drove the 
participants in these studies to access or create resources and relationships that might 
benefit academic achievement.  Early experiences with racism served as a strength for 
their academic success. 
Using data from the National Black Male College Achievement Study, Harper 
(2009) and Harper and Davis III (2012) illustrated how Black male college students 
oppose dominant discourses regarding Black male achievement, including subordinate 
classification in and apathy toward education .  Through phenomenological 
conversational interviews and focus group data, Harper (2009) and Harper and Davis III 
(2012) produced both a “composite” and “other people’s” counternarratives that share the 
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experiences of 304 engaged and academically successful Black male undergraduates who 
attend 209 predominantly White institutions (PWI) across the United States.  
The results of these two studies revealed that the participants did not believe the 
discourses stating they possess a restricted potential to be leaders and obtain success in 
their college careers.  Because of the juxtaposition of the racism and success that these 
men simultaneously experience, they developed strategies that allowed them to better 
navigate academia, including involvement in student organizations, same-race peer 
support, and everyday challenges to the deficit views possessed by the White people 
around them.  They challenged subordinate classifying through their actions as positive 
leaders on their respective campuses and by defying the racism and stereotyping that 
occurs at their institutions.  They defied perceived apathy by strongly believing in the 
potential freedom that education provides and, often, chose college majors that would 
allow them to ensure the liberating effect of education for future generations (Harper, 
2009; Harper & Davis III, 2012). 
 Like Harper (2009) and Harper and Davis III (2012), Ward (2013) also completed 
a study that focused on Black male college achievement and utilized qualitative 
interviewing with 10 Black male undergraduates at a PWI regarding the students’ 
experiences with academic success and institutional racism.  His “other people’s” 
counternarrative revealed similar findings to Harper (2009) and Harper and Davis III 
(2012) in that Ward (2013) also reported that defying stereotypes and deficit discourses 
served as a motivation for success for his participants.  Additionally, the participants 
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valued other ways of knowing outside of formal education, including experiences with 
racism and marginalization, as a contextual force that shaped their intellectualism. 
 Ross (2012) used phenomenological interviews and a focus group to create a 
“composite” counternarrative that echoes the findings of the previously discussed studies.  
His work with 10 Black male college graduates who were members of Kappa Alpha Psi, 
a fraternity for Black me, showed similar views on the use of deficits and stereotypes as a 
source of motivation and strength, as well as believing in the liberating potential of 
education.  However, Ross (2012) also made known the effects of positive relationships 
and family on academic success.  Each participant identified, at least, one individual who 
served as a role model and provided him with support, and, oftentimes, “tough love”.  
The author classified this person as an “external stakeholder” who afforded each 
participant with the motivation and confidence necessary to succeed (Ross, 2012, p. 122). 
What these studies on Black male college student academic success show is an 
awareness of the existence and consequences of institutional racism by participants.  
Moreover, stereotypes and deficits serve as a motivating factor in achievement through 
strategy development designed to challenge this racism.  According to Tatum (1997), 
Black youth might understand racial categorization, but they may not encounter actual 
racism until middle school.  It is during this period that the expectations of Black youth 
held by both their schools and peers begin to reflect stereotypes about them (Tatum, 
1997).  Thus, it is important to analyze academic success within the context of racist 
educational structures from the perspective of K-8 students.   
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Academic Success without Awareness of Structural Racism 
  Lambright (2006) attempted to describe K-8 student perspectives through her 
description of how five Black males in the 8
th
 grade in Atlanta were able to achieve 
academic success through reliance on both their in- and out-of-school experiences.  The 
purpose of this study was to show policymakers how educational policy 
disproportionately affects Black youth, particularly males.  Additionally, the author also 
sought to inform teachers of the Black male experience in order to aid them in providing 
better classroom instruction (Lambright, 2006).  Finally, the author desired to impress 
upon parents of Black male youth the importance of “racial socialization” wherein Black 
parents teach their children “how to survive in a world in which their race is devalued” 
(Lambright, 2006, pp. 30-31). 
 Lambright (2006) selected participants based on their performance in both reading 
and math on the Georgia Criterion Reference Competency Test.  Each participant scored 
in the 60
th
 percentile or higher (Lambright, 2006).  The author used “school portraiture, 
student profiles, assessment documents, individual and focus interviews, a teacher 
quality-ranking sheet, and researcher reflective journal” as data points for the study (p. 
93).  Within a CRT framework, the author conducted a thematic analysis on the data 
(Lambright, 2006). 
 Lambright (2006) used narrative inquiry to present the findings of this study.  
Each participant has his or her own “other people’s” counternarrative that centers around 
the influence of his home, school, and community on his academic success in both 
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literacy and math.  These narratives were written using the participant’s own words and 
commentary from the study’s author.  The author reports six findings from this study:   
 Each participant had a work ethic and self-discipline that allowed them to be 
academically successful.   
 Parental involvement contributed to academic success.   
 Each participant possessed a positive perception of their racial identity, which 
created motivation to succeed.   
 Not all participants felt connected to their community, which was largely based 
on actual participation in the community itself.   
 Culturally relevant teaching was not perceived as important by some of the 
participants.   
 The participants found it essential that school agents be caring and have a 
commitment to justice. 
Although this study showed how K-8 children could possess a positive racial 
identity without necessarily viewing that identity within the context of structural racism, 
one aspect of this study that was disheartening was the author’s proclamation of what 
should be important to her participants.  When discussing the fact that the participants did 
not find culturally relevant teaching as important, the author stated that the participants 
were “fail[ing] to realize…that they were participating in their own educational 
marginalization” (Lambright, 2006, p. 163).  The author went on to state that this also 
possibly led to the participants being unable to recognize issues of tracking and 
inequitable resources through a false ideology that could lead them to act against their 
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own self-interest (Lambright, 2006).  On account of this line of logic, the author went 
from reporting the success of Black male youth to reinforcing deficit discourses about 
them, which is what the author desired to challenge initially. 
 York (2013) likewise reported on K-8 academic success by chronicling the 
perceptions of race and reading achievement held by five Black struggling readers 
between the ages of 9 and 13 in Chicago.  The purpose of the study was to determine if 
Black students saw their own race as a factor that contributes to their reading ability and 
to understand how issues of race affect the students, in general.  The author also 
conducted a critical race analysis in the hopes that understanding the narratives of the 
participants could contribute to an awareness of how race affects reading achievement 
(York, 2013). 
York (2013) selected participants by advertising the study in a Reading Clinic at a 
large university in Chicago.  The clinic provided reading and writing assistance to middle 
and high school struggling readers as identified by the Gray Diagnostics Reading Test.  
Using semi-structured interviews, the participants were asked about their reader identity, 
culturally relevant pedagogy, Black identity, reading achievement, and perceptions of 
White youth.  The author analyzed the data within a CRT framework and grouped 
participant responses based on research questions (York, 2013). 
York (2013) found that most of the participants in this study did not identify as a 
struggling reader.  Although many of the participants admitted to having some difficulty 
with reading tasks, only one participant actually labeled himself as a “bad” reader (p. 66).  
The participants also did not find race to be a factor in their own reading achievement.  
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Each participant indicated that reading ability was an individual’s personal responsibility.  
The author found that the families of the participants were integral support structures in 
their academic success and failure.  Each child shared stories of early literacy activities 
conducted in their homes.  Additionally, their families had access to resources, including 
computers and books, which aided them in developing their reading ability. 
As with the previous study, this study also challenged dominant discourses, 
including the idea that Black families are apathetic or not a positive contributing factor to 
academic achievement and lack the resources to aid in achievement, as outlined in 
Chapter Two.  Interestingly, in the author’s concluding discussion, York (2013) 
questioned her application of CRT to the study:  
These children do not accept race as a social construction.  They believe that their 
skin color is not determining how well they read or the level of quality of their 
education.  For them, inequity is a thing of the past, not present in their schools. 
The experiences that these readers are having can and should be racialized but 
because they do not see through that same lens, CRT may not be best to discuss 
reading for this age group. (p.73) 
This statement is quite troubling.  CRT focuses on societal and institutional structures in 
which racism has been built.  To say that race is not a factor in the underachievement of 
Black children is to ignore the educational context in which they exist.  Although they 
may be too young to understand how racist structures work and do not see race as a factor 
in their reading achievement, which answers the author’s first research question, this 
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finding does not mean that racist structures are absent, which ignores the author’s other 
research questions. 
Section V:  Significance of the Study 
The significance of this study is that it presents CRT through an anti-deficit 
achievement perspective.  Traditionally, educational research using CRT has focused on 
the societal and institutional forces which “explain” the “deficits” that minority students 
“possess” (Harper, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1999, 2004; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 
Tate, 1997).  I shift this paradigm within CRT and show how current CRT scholars can 
use the framework to establish that, despite these forces, minority children are pushing 
back by challenging and resisting, as eluded to by DeCuir and Dixson (2004) in reference 
to non-White students gaining access to advance placement courses and challenges to 
subordinate classifying as delineated by Harper (2009). 
 Harper (2010) discusses how CRT scholars should conduct an anti-deficit inquiry 
that “recognizes students of color as experts on their experiential realities and empowers 
them to offer counternarratives concerning their success…” (p. 71).  By using these two 
frameworks, I have created an “instead of” inquiry in counternarrative form that 
describes both how racism has created, within their own schools, an educational system 
that seeks to withhold from Black children an equitable education and how these children 
are developing and/or have developed tactics (Freire, 1968/2000) to overcome these 
limitations and barriers by listening to and documenting their experiences. 
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Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, I reviewed the origins of deficit thinking and CRT as found in 
CLS, radical feminism, and the Civil Rights movement.  I also discussed the 
incorporation of CRT into educational research.  Next, I outlined counternarrative and 
how it is used in a CRT project.  Then, I summarized studies that rely on CRT to analyze 
academic achievement and use counternarrative to present their findings.  Finally, I 
identified that I merged CRT with the anti-deficit achievement framework as described 
by Harper (2010) to conduct this study.  The following chapter discusses the 








 The purpose of this study is to utilize an anti-deficit perspective to capture the 
stories of how urban Black children in a mid-sized Southeastern city are achieving 
positive literacy outcomes in the upper elementary and middle grades.  This chapter is a 
discussion of the methodology and methods used to address the problem of the 
proliferation of deficit-oriented education research and the lack of positive narratives 
regarding education, literacy, and Black youth within the CRT and counternarrative 
framework of Chapter Two, as well as a delineation of my positionality.  The research 
questions the methodology and methods will help to address are as follow:    
 How do Black youth perceive and portray their academic and literacy 
achievement in the face of widespread deficit perspectives? 
In section I of this chapter, a discussion of my positionality is offered.  Section II outlines 
experimental ethnography, including its development and tenets.  Section III describes 
data sources and methods of data collection.  Section IV elaborates on data analysis and 
representation.  Section V confers the limitations and delimitations of this study. 
Section I:  Positionality Statement 
The research perspective that guides this study is located within the postcritical 
paradigm (Noblit, Flores, & Murillo, 2004).  The postcritical paradigm, as it applies to 
ethnography, redefines poststructuralism and critical theory to include the researcher in 
the construction of reality.  As it is a recently developed alternative paradigm, a 
discussion of its development is provided. 
  55 
 
Postcritical Paradigm Origins & Definition 
The postcritical paradigm developed out of the evolution and assemblage of three 
important movements of thought:  the critical, postmodern, and poststructural paradigms.  
Critical researchers “rais[e] their voice to speak to an audience on behalf of their subjects 
as a means of empowering them by giving more authority to the subjects’ voice” 
(Thomas, 1993, p. 4).  Critical research provides a voice to the oppressed and 
marginalized (Fine, 1994) in the context of political power relationships (Carspecken, 
1996).  Postmodernism introduced the idea that “the search for an all encompassing 
description of knowledge is hopeless” (Noddings, 1995, p. 72), and, in turn, discredited 
critical theory’s attempt to inscribe a singular truth through value framed inquiry.  
Poststructuralism, a manifestation of postmodernism, sought to deconstruct “grand 
narratives” and posited that multiple realities exist as each individual defines his or her 
own reality (Hatch, 2002; Lyotard, 1984).  However, the reliance on the individual to 
ascribe meaning, as Fine (1994) argued, often resulted not in a multi-voiced interpretation 
of reality, but, instead, an interpretation of the interpretation as posited by the researcher.   
The postcritical paradigm posits that knowledge “is understood as the product of a 
moment of mutual construction that at once converges divergent perspectives and 
preserves the divergence” (Adkins & Gunzenhauser, 1999, p. 71).  In essence, an 
interpretation of the many voices within the research is discussed, while also giving 
consideration to the differences found in these voices.  Furthermore, the positionality of 
the researcher is not only acknowledged, but it is part of the narrative, as the researcher is 
part of the construction of the individual’s reality (Noblit et al., 2004).  Moreover, 
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history, language, thought, and identity are fluid and contextual, as the individual and 
researcher are constantly adapting to an epochal tension, or “changing senses of the 
world” (Stone, 1995, p. 155).  Reality is lived and dependent upon the present.  The 
product of a postcritical work is a multi-voiced study with a social justice agenda, 
wherein “moral commitments [are required] because we and all people are responsible 
for the social construction of everyday life” (Noblit et al., 2004, p. 24). 
 The postcritical paradigm informs my own philosophical view of the world.  I do 
not believe that any one interpretation is the “correct” interpretation, as a singular 
interpretation attempts to intertwine multiple realities.  Moreover, my own presence in 
this research affects how my participants will interact with me and what they are or are 
not willing to share.  As such, much of the research process has been done in partnership 
with my participants.  Although, at the same time, I must acknowledge that, in the end, 
the product presented is still leaning toward my own perspective.  However, the product 
is multi-voiced and maintains a commitment to social justice.  It is my hope that these 
narratives of literacy success can guide future researchers and educators in the 
development of curriculum, pedagogy, federal education policy, and/or teacher education 
programs that can truly lead to success for all children by providing narratives outside of 
the majoritarian story about education and Black youth. 
Section II:  Experimental Ethnographic Design 
 Although this study may be best classified as a descriptive study in that it 
describes the environment of the participants in relation to their academic success, the 
design for this study is based on experimental ethnography.  Experimental ethnography 
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evolved from a critique of traditional ethnography and ethnographic writing, which will 
be explored later in this section.  To better understand experimental ethnography, this 
section begins with a basic discussion of the tenets of traditional ethnography. 
Ethnography 
Harris (1968) stated that ethnography is “a qualitative design in which the 
researcher describes and interprets the shared and learned patterns of values, behaviors, 
beliefs, and language of a culture sharing group” (as cited in Creswell, 2013, p. 90).  
Wolcott (2008) stated that ethnography is not limited to the study of a culture in that 
ethnography includes “the study of social behaviors of an identifiable group of people” 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 92).  Given that ethnography has traditionally been used to document 
the lived experiences of non-dominant groups or cultures, in a few words, ethnography is 
often considered the process of making the strange familiar (Creswell, 2013). 
In terms of education, Heath and Street (2008) state that there is both an 
ethnography of and in e/Education.  Ethnography of education refers to those 
ethnographers who conduct research in matters that “involve education (with a small e), 
socialization, and learning” (p. 121).  These ethnographies seek to connect social science 
theory and method to the research.  On the other hand, ethnographies in Education 
involve research that examines capital E Education.  This type of ethnographic research is 
generally conducted by former or current teachers and/or administrators who are 
influenced by current educational issues (Heath & Street, 2008).   
Ethnography often involves participant observation in which the researcher is 
fully immersed in the culture/group that is being studied (Creswell, 2013; Malinowksi, 
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1922/1984).  Immersion is frequently a difficult issue for those conducting ethnographies 
in Education in that the researcher’s previous role as teacher or administrator may affect 
his or her ability to take a value-neutral stance.  It is often the “strange” classroom, and 
not the “familiar”, that allows these ethnographers to maintain an objective posture 
(Heath & Street, 2008).   
Theory plays a prominent role in ethnography in order to focus research and 
better understand the culture/group being studied (Creswell, 2013).  However, when one 
speaks of “theory” in ethnography, one is not always referring to capital T Theory.  Heath 
and Street (2008) refer to the “hunches” of ethnographer as the theory or guiding force 
behind ethnographies.  They state that, although the usual first step in the research 
process is the research question, for ethnographers, the researcher may be studying 
something, not based on a research question, but, instead, because he or she may have a 
“hunch” about what it is they are studying.  They may “already know something” about 
the participants, research site, or culture, and the research question may be developed and 
refined from research-in-progress (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 30).  These “hunches” allow 
for a recursive process using the constant comparative approach in that these “hunches” 
assist the ethnographer in identifying the “familiar” in order to identify the “strange”.  
The researcher is comparing what they know to what they do not know or to those things 
about which they may only have a “hunch” (Heath & Street, 2008).   
Ethnographers use interviews, observations and field notes, artifacts, and archival 
data (Creswell, 2013; Purcell-Gates, 2011) in order to describe what is actually 
happening with their participants or at their site (Heath & Street, 2008).  This is usually 
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done through the identification of co-occurrences.  The researcher takes careful notes and 
writes thick descriptions of events in order to identify when something is occurring while 
something else is happening (Geertz, 1973).   
However, the ethnographer must be careful not to fall into “the ethnocentric trap 
of claiming” (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 36).  This occurs when the researcher begins to 
document what he or she is not seeing, as opposed to what is actually happening.  
Essentially, the researcher is applying his or her lens of what is “normal” to what he or 
she is witnessing.  It is through this trap that the researcher begins to setup dichotomies 
that “fail to acknowledge the cultural nature of human development” (Heath & Street, 
2008, p. 73).  This is seen through the development of deficit educational research, as its 
production is a result of not seeing what is actually happening and relying on standards of 
“normality” praising what is White versus non-White.  Ethnography is often considered 
an act of betrayal on behalf of the researcher in that, eventually, the researcher will make 
public the private life of the participants, for better or for worse (Heath & Street, 2008).  
Because of this, it is important that the ethnographer document what is and not what 
should be. 
Ethnographic Writing 
The writing of ethnography generally takes one of two perspectives:  etic or emic.  
Etic writing takes on the view of the researcher, while emic writing takes on the view of 
the participants.  However, it must be stated that ethnographic writing can take both 
perspectives (Creswell, 2013).  According to Heath and Street (2008), the etic perspective 
also allows for a constant comparative approach in that it permits one to understand more 
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generalizable “patterns and contextual features” while emic ethnography is held to a more 
local unit of analysis (p. 44).   
The most familiar and prominent form of ethnographic writing is the realist tale.  
In this type of writing, the ethnographer writes from a third person perspective that is 
often detached and unemotional.  The goal is to push for both validity and authenticity by 
remaining objective and replicating more traditional scientific works.  The researcher 
claims to have an explanation for certain bounded occurrences (Van Maanen, 
1988/2011).   
Another type of ethnographic writing is known as the confessional tale.  A 
confessional tale is an ethnographer’s attempt to be more open about methods in order to 
show that the field of ethnography does, indeed, possess respectable standards for 
research, which is a common critique made against ethnography.  Some have stated that 
ethnography is an “anything goes” type of methodology in that field work is not properly 
disciplined (Van Maanen, 1988/2011).  Confessional tales open up about the process of 
field work and relate accounts of both hardships and triumphs in order to show that 
standards do exist and ethnography is a disciplined scientific field (Van Maanen, 
1988/2011).  Recently, realist tales have combined with confessional tales by including a 
discussion of fieldwork within the appendices of the manuscript (Van Maanen, 
1988/2011). 
In literacy research, ethnographies are often written from an etic perspective and 
use both the realist and confessional tale, as seen with Home Advantage:  Social Class 
and Parental Intervention in Elementary Education (Lareau, 2000) and Other People’s 
  61 
 
Words:  The Cycle of Low Literacy (Purcell-Gates, 1995).  In Home Advantage, the 
author conducted an ethnography regarding the implications social class has on the 
cultural capital and resources available to children.  The text is acclaimed to be one of the 
best “empirical illustrations” of cultural capital (Lareau, 2000).  Although the author 
referred to herself using the first person, it is a realist account in that it attempted an 
objective stance regarding what is happening at the two schools studied.  The author’s 
references to herself were often regarding methodological decisions.  Moreover, the 
appendices showed the author’s intent to add scientific validity to her study through 
confessional means.  The author actually entitled the essay found in her appendix 
“Common Problems in Field Work”.   
Although on a different issue in literacy, that of the current state of urban 
Appalachian families in America and the issues they face in schooling, Other People’s 
Words used the same approach in that the appendices also contained references to field 
work issues (Purcell-Gates, 1995).  Additionally, her use of the first person was only to 
illustrate her participant-observer stance in the research. 
Critique of Traditional Ethnography 
Beginning with the publication of Writing Culture:  The Poetics and Politics of 
Ethnography (Clifford & Marcus, 1986), the debate over ethnography, in general, and the 
form ethnographic writing should take, in particular, has divided ethnographers.  Writing 
in the context of anthropology, Westbrook (2008) asserted that this division was the 
result of four critiques of ethnography first promulgated in the 1980s by various texts, 
including Writing Culture.  The first critique against ethnography was the problem of 
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reflexivity.  Anthropologists were studying “exotic cultures” without giving any 
consideration to their effect on the culture and the knowledge the participants possessed.  
Ethnography was perfunctory and placed more emphasis on the process than the culture 
itself.  Thus, critics claimed that ethnographers needed to be self-conscious of themselves 
in their own research (Westbrook, 2008). 
Another critique of ethnography was epistemological in nature and challenged 
anthropology’s claim to scientific objectivity.  This critique was two-fold with critics first 
arguing that ethnographers could not claim their work as science on account of the 
proliferation of narratives that ran counter to the findings in their work (Westbrook, 
2008).  The problem was so severe that some narratives countering current research in 
anthropology revealed blatant discrepancies, including that “gentle islanders were 
discovered to be marauding killers” (Westbrook, 2008, p. 82).  Instead of acknowledging 
these new narratives and possibly moving the field forward, ethnographers chose to 
question and dispute, which left the field of anthropology stagnant.  The other side of this 
critique was the inability to reconcile the work coming from anthropology with the 
paradigms that were also emerging concurrently.  The roots of poststructuralism and 
postmodernism are found in anthropology.  These two paradigms advocate multiple 
realities and language, which does not align with scientific objectivity (Westbrook, 
2008).   
Challenges were also made against the politics put forth by the field of 
anthropology and the genre of ethnography.  Ethnographers told the stories of culture 
through a colonial and/or hegemonic perspective.  Ethnographers wrote in binaries, such 
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as male/female and modern/primitive, which imposed a Eurocentric view on the research 
(Westbrook, 2008).  Moreover, the presence of ethnographers among certain cultures led 
to the destruction of some cultures, as the researchers treated their field work experience 
as if they were “tourists” (Westbrook, 2008). 
Finally, a critique was made against the expression or interpretation of 
ethnography.  Traditionally, ethnographic writing is composed in a more formal 
exposition often seen in traditional social science writing (Marcus & Fischer, 1986/1999) 
and holds an objective stance in that the researcher maintains him or herself outside of 
the writing, which adds both authority and validity to the research (Creswell, 2013).  In 
other words, the ethnographer has the “final word on how the culture is to be interpreted 
and presented” (Creswell, 2013, p. 93).  This led to what became known as the “crisis of 
representation”.  Scholars questioned how to present and represent the people and 
cultures in their research.  This crisis also troubled the validity and truth of ethnographies 
as the critiques of reflexivity, scientific objectivity, and politics began to take hold 
(Marcus & Fischer, 1986/1999; Westbrook, 2008).  
The Experimental Moment in Ethnography 
One result of this “crisis of representation” was the “experimental moment” in 
ethnography.  This experimentation encompassed both the form and content of 
ethnographies and ethnographic writing (Marcus & Fischer, 1986/1999).  The expectation 
was that those who conduct experimental ethnography will create texts that do not 
necessarily rely on or generate precedent, but, instead, provide possible alternatives to 
traditional ethnographic writing.  According to Marcus and Fischer (1986/1999), “an 
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experimental ethnography works if it locates itself recognizably in the tradition of 
ethnographic writing and if it achieves an effect of innovation” (p. 40, emphasis in the 
original).  In essence, experimental ethnography involves a reorienting of traditional 
ethnography in a new direction.   
Thus, what is praised in experimental ethnography is not the reproduction of 
accepted writing styles and content that have been used for the last century.  
Nonconformity and “antigenre” are what define experimental ethnography (Marcus & 
Fischer, 1986/1999, p. 42).  Although not all experimental ethnographies will be accepted 
by all ethnographers, the hope is that they will “be interesting and valuable nonetheless 
for the possibilities they raise for other ethnographers” (Marcus & Fischer, 1986/1999, p. 
42). 
Confessional tales were once seen as a form of experimental ethnography.  
However, as the popularity of reflexivity regarding field work methods increased, the 
confessional tale became a model to be replicated (Westbrook, 2008).  The proliferation 
of the confessional tale has caused it to lose its experimental nature.  As such, it has, 
essentially, become a subgenre of ethnography and has moved out of the experimental 
category (Marcus & Fischer, 1986/1999; Westbrook, 2008).  Marcus and Fischer 
(1986/1999) stated that this is one of the greatest risks to experimental ethnography.  
Innovation will not move ethnography forward, but, instead, create new models ready 
made for replication. 
Although there is not a specific set of conventions for experimental ethnography, 
as this would be antithetical to its nature, certain commonalities exist.  In terms of 
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content, most experimental ethnographies seek “to heal the artificial separation of subject 
and object, modulate the ‘authorial voice,’ and acknowledge our subjective involvement 
in the creation of social knowledge” (Foltz & Griffin, 1996, p. 301).  In other words, the 
etic/objective stance is challenged, and the researcher and participant roles are blurred.  
For this reason, those who embrace the postcritical paradigm are often to drawn to 
experimental ethnography.   
In terms of writing, narrative is embraced as a form of production for 
experimental texts (Clifford & Marcus, 1986).  Often written in first person, these texts 
not only position the researcher within the research, but they also rely on more customary 
literary conventions within the writing, including the heavy use of metaphor, imagery, 
and dialogue (Bochner & Ellis, 1996).  Moreover, traditional literary genres have been 
adapted to relate these ethnographic narratives.  Experimental ethnography has allowed 
for the development of ethnopoetics, ethnodrama, and autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 
1996).   
Besides the development of more literary and fictionalized tales, experimental 
ethnography has also led to more innovative types of “tales”, including the impressionist, 
critical, and jointly told tales.  Impressionist tales are first person accounts of memorable 
fieldwork experiences that often focus on what rarely happens, as opposed to what 
usually happens, regarding the subject being studied (Van Maanen, 1988/2011).  Critical 
tales seek to situate the story of the marginalized, disadvantaged, or oppressed (Van 
Maanen, 1988/2011).  Jointly told tales are composed by both the researcher and 
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participants to create a complex description of the culture while also distorting researcher 
and participant roles  (Van Maanen, 1988/2011). 
Counternarrative might also be considered an innovation of the experimental 
moment.  The process of creating a counternarrative may begin by engaging in the 
research process and collecting data relevant to the topic using traditional ethnographic 
methods.  However, the data are not simply analyzed within the constructs of a 
theoretical framework and disseminated in a traditional form (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 
2002).  The data and analysis are combined with relevant literature on the topic and both 
the professional and personal experience of the researcher in order to produce a creative 
non-fictional account (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).  Utilizing literary craft, the 
researcher provides a narrative that speaks to the lived experiences of marginalized 
people, but that is also grounded in empirical data.  Because of this, Solórzano and Yosso 
(2002) have advanced the notion that CRT serves as both a theory and a methodology.  
As Solórzano and Yosso (2002) reminded us, “If methodologies have been used to 
silence and marginalize people of color, then methodologies can also give voice and turn 
the margins into places of transformative resistance” (p. 37). 
Although experimental ethnography may be nonconformist in nature, researchers 
must be cautious in their production of interpretive texts.  According to Bochner and Ellis 
(1996), although ethnography is often considered situated and partial, the experimental 
ethnographer should not dismiss details simply because they do not fit the story or genre 
the ethnographer wishes to create.  The drive to innovate should not preclude what is 
actually happening.  Moreover, Heath and Street (2008) stated that “every this story plays 
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out against the backdrop of those stories from the history of other ethnographers in other 
times and places” (p. 111, emphasis in the original).  The experimental ethnographer 
cannot forget the traditional ethnographers who came before. 
Role in this Research 
In this study, an experimental ethnographic design was used to describe the 
values, behaviors, and language (culture) of upper elementary and middle grades aged 
Black youth who attend an after-school program in an impoverished, urban community to 
better understand their academic and literacy achievement.  This work was an 
“ethnography of education” in that the work was inspired by current educational issues 
regarding non-White populations and academic achievement and the current educational 
discourses regarding this achievement.   
The use of CRT and an anti-deficit achievement framework served as a “hunch” 
to focus the research.  Through CRT, it was apparent that these children face systemic 
and endemic racism in the context of their education, and this creates barriers to 
achievement.  Through an anti-deficit achievement framework, one can see that previous 
researchers have been asking the wrong questions about these barriers.  Instead of 
looking at how these barriers hold them back, it was necessary to investigate how these 
children are creating push back against these barriers and challenging the educational 
structures and deficit thinking in order to achieve.  Moreover, this study avoided “the 
ethnocentric trap of claiming” (Heath & Street, 2008, p. 36) by looking at what the 
children can do, as opposed to what they cannot.  The anti-deficit achievement 
framework allowed me to privilege the lived experiences of the children, as opposed to 
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applying a lens of “normality” or dominant White experiences.  By doing so, this study 
should not betray the participants, although it must be acknowledged that this is always a 
possibility in ethnographic writing. 
The data collection and analysis process, as well as data representation, is where 
this study seeks to innovate.  The participants in this study served as co-researchers.  As 
such, data was not collected about them, but, instead, with them.  Indeed, much of the 
data collected was done by the participants themselves.  Furthermore, the participants, 
through my guidance, engaged in the initial coding of the data and delineated the themes 
found in Chapter Four.  The intent was to alleviate the separation of subject and object, 
which often leads to the deficit thinking that this study aims to oppose. 
Additionally, the data are represented through visual counternarrative.  As part of 
the data collection process, participants engaged in a photographic project to produce 
their own literacy narratives.  I have collected those photographs here using the other 
people’s stories form of counternarrative.  Moreover, I have elected to present the photos 
without titles or captions before offering my interpretations.  I chose to do this in order to 
enhance the visual component of this counternarrative.  Harper (2015), who engaged in a 
similar project that will be discussed later in this chapter, perfectly described the intention 
behind this decision when he stated, “I want the pictures to speak for themselves should 
readers choose to examine and imaginatively engage them before considering my 
interpretations” (p. 149). 
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Data Context 
 The setting for this study was the Dove Center
1
, a community center that hosts 
both an after-school and summer program, located in an impoverished, urban, and 
predominantly Black neighborhood in a mid-sized city in the Southeastern United States.  
The Dove Center seeks to provide not only for the educational needs of the community’s 
children, but also for the emotional, spiritual, and social needs of both the children and 
their families.  In order to better academic outcomes, the center focuses on providing 
tutoring and supplemental instruction in reading and mathematics for students in grades 
K-8.   
Through the establishment of this center’s after-school program, the Dove Center 
hopes to endow the children with the tools and opportunities necessary to end the cycle of 
poverty and/or underachievement with this generation.  Children spend approximately 
two hours at the center after school.  However, the summer program is a full-day ten-hour 
program that provides all the components of the after-school program plus field trips and 
other enrichment activities.  Given the location of the Dove Center, the schools that the 
children attend, and the race of the children, many use deficit thinking and consider this 
program to be serving “at-risk” youth.   
I have been involved with this community center for three years in various 
capacities.  My first encounter with the after-school program and the community center 
was a meeting in August of 2012 with the Program Director regarding a program 




 The names of all places and people are pseudonyms in order to maintain anonymity. 
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evaluation.  The planning of that project encompassed much of the fall semester of 2012.  
As such, actual data collection did not begin until January of 2013.  Throughout 2013, I 
conducted both oral and silent reading assessments, depending on grade level, using the 
Qualitative Reading Inventory-5 (Leslie & Caldwell, 2010) in order for the center to have 
a better understanding of where the children were in terms of reading achievement.  I 
have also evaluated staff for job promotion and retention.  Moreover, I have worked with 
the Dove Center as a volunteer Curriculum Director for their summer program from 
2013-2015, which included designing a reading and mathematics curriculum, training 
staff members in curriculum implementation, and obtaining tutors to aid students 
identified by the local school system as needing assistance in reading.  I have been a 
consistent presence at the Dove Center also serving as volunteer staff member and a 
reading tutor when needed.   
My work with the Dove Center positioned me as an insider in this research.  I 
have been intimately involved in the participants’ out-of-school experiences at the Dove 
Center.  I also gained familiarity with the participants’ families and available community 
resources.  This allowed for an in-depth emic perspective, as my experiences at the Dove 
Center served as a complement to the experiences of the children. 
Participant Selection 
 The participants selected for this study were chosen based on the interactions I 
had with the participants through my volunteerism and data I collected for the program 
evaluation of the Dove Center under IRB 8994 B (renewed November 25, 2014).  The 
data collected on these four participants, Nasi, Mya, ZaZa, and Mikey, under the program 
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evaluation showed that they were all reading at their grade level or higher based on 
results from a silent reading assessment using the Qualitative Reading Inventory- 5 
(Leslie & Caldwell, 2010).  The children also received high grades in reading and writing 
at their local schools.  Thus, based on typical standards of schooling, these children were 
deemed successful in literacy.  Table 1 provides basic demographic and academic data 




Table 1. Participant Demographic and Academic Data 




Nasi F 5 A 8
th
 
Mya F 5 A 7
th
 














 However, the children also displayed a desire to be lifelong and engaged readers, 
which is another component of literacy success (Adams, 1994; Beers, 2003; Wigfield & 




 Although demographic data related to race was collected based on the context of this study, and all 
participants identified as Black, African-American, or multiracial/bi-racial, data for socioeconomic status is 
not available.  Some parents of the participants indicated that they did not wish to share and/or have 
published their socioeconomic status.  For those parents who neither consented nor did not consent to the 
sharing of this information, socioeconomic status has been left out in order to maintain fairness in the 
revealing of information about my participants. 
3
 ZaZa’s transition to middle school has been a difficult one.  When he was invited to participate in this 
study at the end of his 5
th
 grade year, he was a strong A/B student.  Redistricting in our community has 
placed him in a middle school that very few of his friends attend and is composed of students who are 
socioeconomically and racially different from himself.  This new environment, combined with peer 
isolation, has caused both academic and behavioral problems for him.  I elected to keep him in this study, 
despite no longer meeting the traditional standards of schooling success, because, up until this academic 
year, he had met those standards, he possesses a deep and profound love of reading, and there are many 
ways one can measure success besides “traditional standards”.  His story is still necessary and important. 
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Guthrie, 1997).  The children indicated, during interviews held under IRB 8994 B and 
through personal communications, that they found the summer reading program at the 
Dove Center to be too easy.  They sought a challenge that was not currently being 
provided by the curriculum.  Based on my recommendations, these four students were 
moved up one grade level in the 2014 summer reading program.  Because of how classes 
are divided in the program, this placed all four of them into the middle school reading 
program.  The children exceeded all of the reading expectations for this program, 
including Nasi reading an additional novel that was not required of her.  It was during the 
summer program of 2014 that I approached their parents about the possible involvement 
of their children in this study. 
Section III:  Data Collection Methods 
 Photovoice served as the primary data collection method for this study.  
Photovoice developed in the mid-1990s as a new method for community-based 
participatory research and is used predominantly in the field of public health (Catalani & 
Minkler, 2010).  Photovoice allows participants to document and represent themselves or 
their community through photography (Catalani & Minkler, 2010; Wang & Burris, 1997).  
Photovoice requires that the researcher provide training in photography and ethics, create 
photo assignments, engage in interviews regarding the photos taken, and facilitate group 
dialogue regarding the photos taken by the whole group using the SHOWeD technique 
created by Shaffer (1983; see also Catalani & Minkler, 2010), which is discussed later in 
this chapter.  It is this same process that was used in this study. 
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 In their seminal article, Wang and Burris (1997) outlined three goals of using 
photovoice in research: 
(1) to enable people to record and reflect their community’s strengths and 
concerns, (2) to promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues 
through large and small group discussions of photographs, and (3) to reach 
policymakers. (p. 369) 
It is because of these goals that photovoice was selected as method of investigation for 
this study.   
 In accordance with the first goal, it is important for the children who participated 
in this study to reflect upon the strengths they possess in academics and literacy through 
an evaluation of themselves, their families, and their communities.  As indicated in 
Chapter Two, too many others have recorded their history for them in a deficit way.  
Only the children themselves can tell their own positive stories, their own 
counternarratives.  Second, photovoice provided the children with a way to document 
their own lived experiences and create an experiential narrative that can challenge the 
deficit discourses about them, which allows for the creation of Critical dialogue in 
literacy about what children can do and not what they cannot do.  Finally, although this 
work is not necessarily directed at policymakers, it is directed at all of the majoritarian 
stories that seek to subjugate minority children when discussing education. 
Another reason for the selection of photovoice was to achieve an innovation in 
ethnography of education and to aid in the positioning of this work as experimental 
ethnography.  As stated previously, much of the work that uses photovoice as a data 
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collection method is found in the field of public health (Catalani & Minkler, 2010).  
Although photovoice is beginning to emerge in the field of education (Carnahan, 2006; 
Chio & Fandt, 2007; Wilson et al., 2007), the use of photovoice to produce a 
counternarrative is limited.  Once again, Harper (2015) has laid the foundation for my 
work by producing a visual counternarrative.  His most recent work (Harper, 2015) 
involved using smartphones, tablets, and a professional photographer to document the 
educational environments of Black and Latin@ youth in order to counter deficit 
narratives regarding the schools that these youth attend.  Harper (2015) stated that the 
research “endeavored to see young men of color differently and to present confirmable 
visual realities not often offered in empirical studies of urban high schools” (p. 145).   
Building upon this work, I chose photovoice to allow my participants to document 
not only their own educational environments, but also their family and community 
environments.  I have elected to privilege the children’s perspectives on these 
environments and not attempt to produce a visual counternarrative through my own lens 
by taking the photographs myself.  However, like Harper (2015), I am still connecting 
this work to the idea of other people’s stories found in Solórzano and Yosso (2002).   
Thus, using the guidelines provided by Marcus and Fischer (1986/1999) regarding 
experimental ethnography, I am still locating my work in a recognizable tradition (other 
people’s stories in counternarrative) while, at the same time, achieving an effect of 
innovation (visual counternarrative through the lens of the participants).  
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Data Collection Process  
 Upon IRB approval on March 2, 2015, the children were provided with a Vivicam 
F128 HD 14.1 megapixels digital camera and 2 gigabyte SD card.  This camera was 
chosen due to its ability to be locked into auto-focus and auto-flash, which would allow 
for better quality pictures; the ease of photograph collection through the SD cards; and 
2.7” preview screen that allowed the children to better frame their photographs.   As a 
group, they were given a training session on the use of the cameras, including the framing 
of, taking, and previewing of photographs.  The children were instructed not to remove 
the SD card under any circumstance, as the camera’s memory was only able to hold one 
photograph.   
 Once the children were comfortable with how to use the camera, they were given 
their photovoice assignment sheet (see Appendix A).  The assignment was to document 
how they believed they achieved success in literacy and academics.  The terms success 
and literacy were not defined in order to obtain the children’s perspective on each of 
these words.  This was to minimize researcher interference in the generation of the data, 
which is a common practice in photovoice, to allow for broader themes and perspectives 
to be developed by the participant (Catalani & Minkler, 2010).  Additionally, to prevent 
identifying information from appearing in the photos, the children were instructed not to 
take pictures of people.  If they felt that they needed a picture of an individual in order to 
show their success, they were asked to take a photo of an item that represented the 
individual. 
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 I did not institute a time frame for the collection of photographs.  I informed the 
children that, when they believed that they had taken enough pictures to satisfy the 
requirements of the photovoice assignment, to bring me the camera, and I would collect 
their pictures from their SD card.  However, it must be noted that I did check in with each 
child every few days to see how they were progressing.  I simply asked them if they were 
having any difficulties with the camera or taking the photographs and if they felt like they 
had taken enough pictures, yet.  The amount of time it took for photograph collection 
ranged from two weeks to a month. 
 Once they had collected all of their photographs (see Appendix B, C, D, and E for 
all photographs taken by the children), I transferred the photographs from the SD cards to 
my laptop.  This allowed me to print each photograph, which was required in order for 
the children to more efficiently engage in sorting the photographs during their interviews, 
from a home photo printer to ensure participant safety and anonymity.  Each photograph 
was also numbered for tracking purposes.  I believe that having physical copies of the 
photographs led to better discussions with the children during the interview process.  
Every single child handled their photographs as they discussed them.  Moreover, during 
the focus group discussion, the children passed the pictures to each other throughout the 
discussion.    
 Each child was interviewed individually regarding the content of the photographs.  
All interviews took place in late March of 2015.  These interviews were recorded, and 
notes were taken to indicate what photograph the children were speaking about during the 
interview and what physical movements they made in regards to each photograph.  The 
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interviews took place in a classroom at the Dove Center.  Depending on the number of 
photos taken, interviews ranged from 34 minutes to one hour and twenty-four minutes.  It 
must be noted that, although Nasi took a significant number of photographs compared to 
the rest of the group, many of these pictures were duplicates, as she was doing her best to 
achieve the best shot she could with each picture.  Table 2 shows the number of 
photographs taken by each participant and the resulting interview length. 
 
Table 2. Number of Photographs and Interview Length 
Participant Number of Photographs Interview Length 
Nasi 84/107
4
 84 minutes 
Mya 39 48 minutes 
ZaZa 7 40 minutes 
Mikey 12 34 minutes 
 
  
 Each interview began by asking the children to sort their photographs into 
meaningful categories that corresponded with the photovoice assignment prompt.  I did 
not provide any guidance in this matter.  I sat quietly while the children sorted the 
photographs.  It must be noted that, during the sorting process, Mya decided to eliminate 
24 photographs that she felt no longer “represented” her or were too “bland” (personal 




 Nasi originally took only 84 photographs.  After the completion of her interview, Nasi realized that she 
had discussed her family without actually having taken any photographs of her family.  She elected to take 
23 additional pictures to represent her family.  These photographs were provided to me after the group 
discussion, and, in turn, none of these photographs were able to be discussed individually or with the group. 
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communication, March 25, 2015), which left only 15 photos from her original 39.  As 
this is her story, I respected her decision.   
 Once they completed their sorting, I asked them to name their categories.  I placed 
the photographs by their categories into sandwich bags and labeled the bags with the 
category name the child provided.  Table 3 displays the number of categories, category 
names, and number of pictures in each category for each participant.  
  
Table 3. Categories for Photographic Data 
Participant Number of 
Categories 
Category Names Number of Pictures 
in Category 





Mya 3 Dove Center 4 
Family 0 
School 11 
ZaZa 4 Church 1 
Dove Center 2 
Family 0 
School 4 
Mikey 6 Church 3 
Dove Center 3 
Family 0 









 The category of family was discussed extensively by all participants throughout their interviews.  
However, none of the participants actually took pictures to represent their family.  I have included family as 
a category here, because every participant wanted this category even without photographs to represent it.  
Nasi, after the completion of the interview and group discussion, submitted 23 photographs to represent her 
family, as she felt this was necessary to tell her story. 
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Next, I asked the children to choose one of their categories to discuss.  The children then 
defined the category and were questioned regarding each photograph.  The children were 
simply asked to describe what is happening in the photograph and how what the 
photograph represents attributed to their literacy or academic success.  The process was 
repeated until all categories were discussed.   
 The children guided the direction of the interview through their discussion of the 
photographs.  Following Rubin and Rubin (2011), I wanted the interview to progress 
conversationally and focus on the participant.  As an insider of the Dove Center, I had 
previously established a conversational relationship with each participant and felt that the 
data would be richer if I maintained a conversational stance.  At the end of the interview, 
I asked each child to pick a “trigger photo” (Catalani & Minkler, 2010), or one 
photograph from each category that they felt best represented that category.  I also told 
them that their trigger photos would be used in our focus group after they had made their 
selection.  
Once all of the individual interviews were completed, in early April, the children 
came together in an audio-recorded focus group style discussion to review the twelve 
trigger photos (see Appendix F) that had been selected during their individual interviews.  
Again, notes were taken to track which photo was being discussed during the focus 
group.  The focus group utilized the SHOWeD technique as a guide for the discussion of 
the photographs (Shaffer, 1983).  The SHOWeD technique requires that participants be 
asked: 
1) What do you See here? 
  80 
 
2) What’s really Happening here? 
3) How does this relate to Our lives? 
4) Why does this problem, concern, or strength Exist? 
5) What can we Do about it? (Catalani & Minkler, 2010, p. 438) 
The SHOWeD technique was slightly modified for this study in that question four and 
question five were changed to say “Why does this attribute to our success?” and “What 
can we say to others about this?”.  I do not believe that this change in questions altered 
the overall intention of the SHOWeD technique in that question four is still looking at the 
existence of a strength and question five is still prompting the children for action.   
 The group discussion took place at the Dove Center and lasted 55 minutes.  
Although the children had been informed that they did not have to reveal if the current 
photograph under discussion was their photograph, an exclamation of “That’s mine!” 
occurred with the revealing of each trigger photo.  This shifted the dynamic of the focus 
group in that I was forced to make the owner of the photograph speak last so as not to 
influence the interpretation of the others in the group.  Interestingly, there were only two 
trigger photos where the group diverged with the intent of the photographer, which will 
be further discussed in Chapter Four. 
 Once all trigger photos were discussed, the focus group ended with two final 
questions.  First, each child was asked to identify photograph(s) from the group of trigger 
photos that did not resonate with them and their stories.  Everyone in the group did have, 
at least, one photo.  Second, I explained to the group that they had been co-researchers 
throughout this entire process by collecting the photographs and then analyzing the 
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photographs through the sorting procedures and discussion.  I asked them to elaborate on 
their feelings of being co-researchers and what they thought of the entire process.   
Section IV:  Data Analysis and Representation 
 Due to the nature of the data collection process, the children, as co-researchers, 
aided in much of the data analysis for this study.  Their initial sorting procedures and 
discussion of their own photographs, as well as the photographs taken by the other 
participants in the group discussion, served as the initial round of data analysis.  Thus, 
what is described here is my analysis that built upon the work of the children. 
Data Analysis 
 After the interviews and group discussion was complete, I produced transcriptions 
of the audio-recordings.  However, these transcripts were not strict transcripts 
(Hammersley, 2010), but, instead, a summary of each discussion based on listening and 
re-listening to the audio-recording (Heath & Street, 2008).  During the first time that I 
listened to each audio-recording, I noted the general content of the discussion and 
produced a summary.  When I listened to the audio-recordings for a second time, I added 
detail to my summary and conducted some word-for-word transcription.  Using the 
themes delineated by the children through the sorting procedures and elaborated on 
during the group discussion, I returned to the audio-recordings one more time to examine 
how each participant’s individual discussion of the themes aligned with or departed from 
the group’s discussion. 
 Since the children generated the larger themes, I worked toward developing 
subthemes within each larger theme that expressed the differences in their experiences 
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(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) (see Appendix G for a detailed coding scheme and 
definitions).  For instance, although they all talked about school, the way they discussed 
how school contributed to their success was vastly different.  For Mya, it was an 
inspirational teacher, but, for Nasi, the organization of school was more important.  This 
process was done for each theme, and the resulting differences were notated in the 
summaries of the audio-recordings.   Also, for those themes not created by all the 
participants, such as Mikey’s Marvel/Stan Lee and Self, I re-examined the audio-
recording of the group discussion to determine why the other participants felt those 
categories did not represent them and recorded their reasoning in the summary of the 
group discussion.  At no point did I eliminate or reduce any category created by the 
children.  Their initial themes were maintained throughout the analysis process.  The 
subthemes were generated as I read and re-read the summaries of the audio-recordings. 
 The children conducted much of the analysis of the photographs themselves.  
They analyzed what was physically in the photograph and metaphorically represented 
during both the individual interviews and group discussions.  However, using content 
analysis (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996), I evaluated each photograph to determine the 
commonalities and differences of the objects found in the photographs to better 
understand how the children elected to portray contributing factors to their success.   
 Finally, to move these findings into implications, I examined how the findings 
challenged current deficit perspectives that are generally applied to the children, families, 
and schools in this community.  Using axial coding (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996), I 
grouped their discussion of their categories into three codes:  Challenges to Individual 
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Deficits, Challenges to Family Deficits, and Challenge to Community Deficits.  These 
codes followed the descriptions defined under the cultural deficit model.  Moreover, I 
also examined the audio-recordings for any mention of race, racism, and/or raciality to 
determine if the children identify barriers or challenges to their success due to racist 
educational structures.  
Data Representation 
 The data are represented in two ways:  traditional and experimental.  In Chapter 
Four and Five, following traditional paradigms, I discuss the themes generated from the 
photograph, interview, and focus group data, as well as commonalities and differences 
found within the data.  Additionally, using historical perspectives on deficit thinking, I 
outline how the data challenge dominant deficit discourses about the children as 
individuals and their families and communities.  Moreover, through the lens of CRT, I 
detail the barriers to success created or imposed by societal or institutional structures 
identified by the children as indicated by the data. 
However, the data are also represented experimentally through the inclusion of 
the visual counternarrative.  As discussed earlier, all trigger photos are included without a 
discussion as to what is contained in the photograph, what is metaphorically represented 
by the photograph, and what my interpretation of that specific photograph is.  It is up to 
the reader to consider how the photograph represents a challenge to deficit perspectives 
and how the photographs as a whole present a story of success. 
I believe that presenting the photographs as a visual counternarrative is 
particularly important given this study’s reliance on CRT, which, at its foundation, is 
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about storytelling.  Everything is a story.  The amalgamation of facts or perceived deficits 
creates a story.  The determination of whose story is privileged and whose story is 
silenced creates a struggle between the “normal” and the “other”.   Challenging the 
“normal” or grand narrative opens up the possibility for social change.     
 Everhart (2004) stated that, if one wished to institute social change, the reader 
must understand the narrative told.  Use of language and analysis that is beyond the scope 
of the reader’s understanding can lead to a loss of the social justice agenda and the 
disruptive purpose of a counternarrative toward dominant educational discourses.  As it is 
my purpose and a component of the postcritical paradigm to create a social justice piece, 
I wish to ensure that my readers not only understand the story, but they are also engaged 
with the story through their own interpretations of the photographs.  This allows the 
reader to gain a more thorough understanding of the issues the reader should be 
struggling with at the conclusion of the story (Everhart, 2004).    
Chapter Summary 
 In this chapter, I have related my positionality and how it affected my approach to 
research.  I outlined the evolution of traditional ethnography into experimental 
ethnography and how it affected this research.  I discussed data collection methods, 
analysis, and interpretation, as well as how I represented the findings of this study.  In the 
next chapter, I will present the findings of this study and the visual counternarrative 
created by myself and the children. 
  
  85 
 
Chapter Four:  
The Many Paths to Success 
 As the intent of this study was to capture the stories of the children through an 
anti-deficit lens, this chapter is not guided by a discussion of themes, which tends to be 
the traditional format to discuss research findings.  Instead, the first four sections of this 
chapter are guided by the individual stories of each child with the themes built into their 
stories.  I felt that the application of themes broadly employed to all of the children’s 
stories would remove the nuances of their lived experiences.  As such, I chose to 
construct this chapter as a presentation of the many paths to academic and literacy 
success and privilege each child’s story.  However, I must remind readers that, although 
the children served as co-researchers, they did not serve as co-authors.  I believe that I 
have done my best to remain faithful to the narratives the children wished to present, and 
I trust that I have not betrayed them in this endeavor. 
 Additionally, I have included all twelve trigger photos that were examined with 
the children throughout the discussions of the children’s stories.  Although the trigger 
photos are included in the section of the photographer, as explained earlier, I have not 
provided any specific title or caption or a discussion about the specific photograph.  It is 
my hope that the reader will engage with the text and interpret the photographs for him or 
herself, as well as (re)consider and problematize the deficit language facing the children. 
 This chapter will conclude with a discussion of the commonalities found in their 
stories identified by the children themselves, but this is not intended to generalize the 
findings of this study or create a larger narrative that encompasses of all of their stories.  
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The purpose is to situate their narratives within the context of their community and 
culture in order to move their stories into a discussion of how the children in this 
community stand as a counter to the dominant educational discourses about them. 
Nasi’s Path to Success 
 If you asked any staff member at the Dove Center to list children in the center 
who they felt had a tremendously successful future ahead of them, Nasi would inevitably 
make that list.  I think Nasi herself would make a similar statement.  It is not that she is 
arrogant, but she sees herself as individual who works hard to achieve her goals and is 
disappointed in herself when she is unable to achieve them.  Indeed, during my most 
recent evaluation of her grade level reading ability, this fifth grader was disappointed by 
the discovery that she was only reading at the eighth grade level.  She felt sure that her 
reading abilities reflected that of, at least, a freshmen or sophomore in high school.  To 
her credit, I do not doubt that, with the proper support, she could successfully take on a 
secondary reading curriculum.   
Nasi’s Academic Background 
 Nasi happily admits that reading is her favorite class.  She enjoys reading, 
because “you [are] able to visualize whatever you’re reading…you can picture whatever 
is going on in your mind” (personal communication, October 17, 2014).  Although 
reading may be her favorite class, she believes that she will be a scientist in the future.  
She already knows that she would like to major in chemistry for the enjoyment of 
“mix[ing] things [to] see what happens” (personal communication, October 17, 2014).  
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However, if chemistry does not work out for her, she has two back-up careers planned for 
herself:  an ear, nose, and throat doctor or a meteorologist. 
 The discussion of college is a difficult topic for her.  Her father, who holds a 
degree in Computer Drafting and works in construction, would like to see Nasi attend 
Vanderbilt University.  Nasi has several cousins who attended Vanderbilt, and the 
university is quickly becoming the family’s school of choice.  Although she does not 
want to disappoint her father, Nasi would like to attend Stanford University.  She believes 
that “Vanderbilt is a really good school, but then again Stanford is kinda higher in 
education” (personal communication, October 17, 2014).  Nasi stated that, in the long 
run, Stanford has more “things that can help her” (personal communication, October 17, 
2014) achieve her academic goals. 
 Nasi is confident in her evaluation of Stanford, as she has experience in the 
evaluation of academic institutions.  In the third grade, she was given the opportunity to 
attend a local magnet program that is known for its academic rigor at the elementary 
school level.  The program informed her that, based on her current academic performance 
and teacher recommendations, she would not need to complete the entrance exam for the 
program.  Nasi, with the help of her parents, decided that, if her school was providing her 
with a level of education that allowed her to forego an entrance exam to a magnet 
program, there was no reason to leave her current school.   
 Even though she is entering middle school next academic year, she is already 
considering which secondary school to attend.  She is interested in going to the most 
academically rigorous private secondary school in her county, as opposed to her local 
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public secondary school.  Although this is an idea originally suggested by her 
grandmother, she believes that attending this private school would be a “good decision 
for [her] future” (personal communication, October 17, 2014). 
 For Nasi, it is difficult to pinpoint an exact definition of literacy.  Although she 
does believe that the most general definition is the act of reading, she sees reading in 
every subject.  Literacy is found in word problems in mathematics, the primary 
documents of social studies, and the experiments of science.  Success, however, is clearly 
defined for her.  Success means to attain high grades and to keep progressing forward 
academically.  Thus, when describing factors that contribute to her literacy success, she 
focuses on the concepts, things, and people who have contributed to her good grades in 
all academic subjects.    
 
 
Figure 1. Trigger Photo 1 
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School (and Family) 
 The first category Nasi created during the sorting procedure was “school”.  
However, as we began to discuss the photographs in this category, she was constantly 
referring to her family.  I asked her why she did not take any pictures of her family, and 
she responded that she could not find nor gain access to the objects that she felt best 
represented her family, including a “golden shoe” (Interview Part 1, 14:45) from her 
mother’s childhood.  Thus, as Nasi intertwined her story of school with family, that is 
how her story will be presented here. 
 Nasi submitted 81 photographs to represent school.  She divided these 
photographs into 8 subcategories, including Reading and Math Charts; Math and Reading 
Reports; 9/11 Report; Different Strategies in Math Charts; English Book; Writing Charts; 
Picture, Equation, Thinking Thoughts, and Summary (PETS) Strategy Math Charts; and 
Practice Tests.  The pictures in each subcategory were often of the same object that had 
been photographed from various angles in order to achieve the best shot possible.  When 
discussing these photographs, the conversation centered around two concepts:  
organization and preparation for academic future. 
 Organization.  Nasi stated that her “classroom has a million different references 
that you can use for math, reading, social studies, and science…whenever I need help I 
always look at those” (personal communication, October 17, 2014).  By references, Nasi 
was referring to the charts found in her classroom, her textbooks, and problem-solving 
strategies.  She has had the same teacher for both the fourth and fifth grade, but she 
indicated that these references have been quite similar across all of her elementary school 
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teachers.  For Nasi, these references offer her a way “to keep up with [her] work” 
(Interview Part 1, 21:55) and “know the steps to doing [the work] so you can always do a 
good job” (Interview Part 2, 4:00). 
 Her photographs of charts included the steps to writing a good essay, a vowel 
pronunciation chart, and a grammar poster.  She indicated that these charts contribute to 
her success by serving as reminders for academic processes.  For instance, she relies on 
the vowel pronunciation chart if she encounters a word she does not know and is reading 
out loud.  It reminds her of the steps necessary in order to properly pronounce a word. 
Additionally, the grammar poster serves to remind her of the processes involved in proper 
communication.  She said that “without correct grammar, some people may not be able to 
understand you” (Interview Part 2, 5:18).  These charts are organizational tools for 
processes that she has already been taught in school.  They provide her with a certain 
amount of confidence in that she already knows she is a successful student, but she feels 
that can she can be more successful when she has these organizational tools on hand. 
 Although Nasi discussed several strategies, but she believes that one strategy, in 
particular, the PETS Strategy, has provided her with a transferable form of organization 
for many different subjects.  The PETS Strategy is used in her math class.  The strategy 
requires students to solve math problems by drawing a picture, developing an equation 
from the picture, thinking about the equation to solve the problem, and then summarizing 
how the problem was solved.  She discussed how she applies this organizational strategy 
to reading through visualizing what is being read, determining the “problem” of the story, 
finding the solution to this problem within the story, and summarizing the story.  Once 
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again, Nasi’s focus is on process.  She can break down math or reading problems through 
step-by-step guidance. 
 Even when discussing her textbook, she focused not on the stories in the book, 
but, instead the pre- and post-reading activities that aid her in organizing and 
understanding what she has read.  Her photographs showed the “tips” section of her 
textbook where these reading activities are located.  She explained that every story begins 
with key vocabulary she should know, definitions for literary genres, and the biographies 
of authors.  After the story, the “tips” section poses questions for understanding and 
further discussion.  These tips provide her with a process that allows her to think about 
reading.  It is, at this point, that she began to discuss her family’s connection to school.   
 When asked why she thought the “tips” in the book helped her so much in school, 
she stated that she “learned these tips while growing up so I kinda understood them better 
than most kids would” (Interview Part 2, 13:55).   Nasi explained that her mother, who 
has a General Education degree and works as a Teaching Assistant in a local school 
district, is “really organized” and “really clean” (personal communication, October 17, 
2014).  Both of her parents emphasize having a daily agenda, and her father assists her in 
organizing her homework in a way that will allow her to do better on assignments, 
including using legible handwriting, reading instructions carefully, and paying attention 
to what the teacher has said.  She went on to say that her dad “likes to make sure that 
everything is in its place, so it’s not just a mess” (personal communication, October 17, 
2014).  She believes that, although the organization of school keeps her “moving 
forward” (personal communication, October 17, 2014), it is the organization at home that 
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has “made learning easier” (personal communication, October 17, 2014) for her and put 
her ahead academically.  Without the mutual reinforcement of organization between 
school and home, she does not believe that she would be as successful as she is. 
 Preparation for Academic Future.  The rest of the photographs in the school 
category were representations of objects that prepare her for a positive academic future.  
For instance, although most elementary students (and many education researchers) see 
the increase in the amount of achievement testing as detrimental, Nasi has a positive 
opinion of tests, including the test preparation that is done throughout the academic year.  
She believes that state tests are her “ticket to the next grade” (Interview Part 2, 21:18) 
and prepare her for “even bigger tests…in high school or in college” (Interview Part 2, 
29:40).  She admits that the number of practice tests and tests “sometimes…stresses me 
out and makes the tests harder to do” (Interview Part 2, 22:15), but she still sees a benefit 
in these tests stating, “even if I don’t feel like it helps me, it still helps me practicing it 
over again” (Interview Part 2, 32:16).  For Nasi, achievement testing forces her to keep 
looking forward toward what she perceives to be required of her when she reaches 
college. 
 Nasi also sees research papers and reports as important components to her future 
success.  While discussing a 9/11 report she completed the previous semester, Nasi 
pointed out that it is not so much the knowledge gained from the research process that is 
important, but, instead, it is the process itself that provides her with insights into how to 
compose and present a high school or college essay.  For example, from her 9/11 report, 
she learned about the concept of plagiarism and how to use a thesaurus to expand her 
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vocabulary.  She also stressed how she gained “leadership skills” (Interview Part 1, 
34:20), as this particular report required her to learn how to work with and manage a 
group.  Moreover, she learned how to properly organize presentations and speeches and 
stated that “presenting is an important part of helping people understand what you’ve 
written about” (Interview Part 1, 30:23).  She directly translated this to her academic 
future by indicating that she already knows that she will complete “a lot of reports” 
(Interview Part 1, 29:26) in high school, and these early projects have given her the 
basics she needs to be successful in those endeavors. 
 
 
Figure 2. Trigger Photo 2 
 
Dove Center 
 Although she only took three pictures of the Dove Center, her discussion of how 
the center contributes to her success was profound.  One of her pictures was of a display 
board that is still in a classroom at the center.  This board has a collection of dreams the 
children in the class wish to reach during the 2014-2015 school year.  The other two 
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pictures were of a money chart found on the wall in the same classroom.  Had I not had a 
conversation with Nasi about these two pictures, I would have assumed that she was 
simply conveying how the Dove Center helps her with math or budgeting.  It turned out 
these two pictures were two of the most metaphorical pictures of this entire study. 
 Motivation to Be Better. When asked about the pictures of the money chart, Nasi 
initially responded that they remind her of the importance of the economy.  She 
elaborated by saying that money allows people to buy groceries and pay bills, but it also 
allows people “to do good things” (Interview Part 1, 18:11) like “build new places” 
(Interview Part 1, 18:14) and “provide…for other people” (Interview Part 1, 18:17).  
Some context may be necessary to better understand her response.  The Dove Center is a 
non-profit community center that is continually expanding in order to provide their 
programming to as many children as possible in the community.  Recently, the Dove 
Center reached their building’s maximum capacity.  Instead of closing off enrollment, the 
Board of Directors began a $100,000 fundraising campaign to purchase a new building 
and allow for enrollment to continue expanding.  During this same time period, the Dove 
Center was also involved in several other fundraising campaigns that not only benefitted 
the children who attend the center, but also the community, at large.  All of these 
fundraising campaigns were successful, and the Dove Center now has a building that will 
allow them to serve over 150 kids.  When I first began my work with the center, they 
were serving only 53.   
 Seeing the impact that the Dove Center has on the community, as well as the 
children in the program, has pushed her to do better.  She stated that, if she does well in 
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school, she can get a good job and make money that would allow her “to do good things” 
(Interview Part 1, 18:11) similar to what the Dove Center has done.  The display board of 
dreams reinforces this by providing her with a daily reminder to always keep improving.  
She states that “if you’re good, there is always room for improvement” (Interview Part 1, 
16:48).  Thus, the Dove Center motivates her to be successful by showing her what she 
can do for herself and her community as she continues to improve and achieve her 
dreams. 
Mya’s Path to Success 
 Mya can best be described as “a force of nature”.  You cannot go to the Dove 
Center without encountering Mya’s magnetic personality.  She is a leader in everything 
she does and consistently maintains a level of high-energy.  Both her peers and the 
younger children at the Dove Center look up to her academically and personally.  My 
first encounter with Mya left me at a loss for words, as she had no fear in questioning my 
presence and intentions at the Dove Center.  Three years later, our relationship is 
comfortable enough for her that she feels she can question (and alter) my reading 
curriculum for the Dove Center based on her own reading preferences, and I must admit 
that her suggestions have made the program better.  
Mya’s Academic Background 
 When asked about her favorite class, Mya joked “recess and lunch don’t count, 
so…” (personal communication, March 2, 2015) and gave me a bewildered look.  She 
eventually admitted that she loves social studies, because she liked “learning about old 
people” (personal communication, March 2, 2015), or, as this former social studies 
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teacher likes to call them, historical figures.  She currently attends a magnet program 
built within a local elementary school.  She enjoys the program, because it provides her 
with extra activities that she believes she would not have had the opportunity to 
participate in at a regular elementary school, and she also finds the curriculum 
challenging. 
 She has two vastly different plans for her future.  First, she would like to be an 
interior designer.  She enjoys art and design as a hobby, and she can see herself 
continuing on this path in the future.  Her second choice is a much more personal one.  
She would like to be a nurse practitioner, because a close family member passed away 
from cancer.  She stated that, as a nurse practitioner, “I wouldn’t be able to find a cure, 
but I could still help people in that way” (personal communication, March 2, 2015).  I 
was curious as to why she elected to be a nurse practitioner, as opposed to a doctor.  Mya 
stated that the life of a doctor “is very stressful” (personal communication, March 2, 
2015), and she has “a really weak stomach” (personal communication, March 2, 2015).  
She has given thought to where she would like to go to college to pursue these careers, 
and she has an interest in both Harvard University, because “it’s a really great school” 
(personal communication, March 2, 2015), and a university in California, as her family 
lived there before she was born, and there is also a cheerleading camp in California that 
she would like attend. 
 Mya was the only participant to speak openly about her racial identity.  Mya is bi-
racial, but she currently self identifies as White.  She stated, “I don’t act like a Black 
person, that’s what people tell me, and I really agree with them.  I guess I’m really a 
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White person, I guess. I have a White personality” (personal communication, March 2, 
2015).  Interestingly, on the day of the focus group discussion, she pointed out the 
conflict between her self-identity and people’s perceptions of her.  Three out of the four 
participants were attending an open house at what will be their middle school next year.  
The fourth participant, ZaZa, already attends this middle school.  Mya said that she did 
not want to go to the open house, because she felt like her and the other participants were 
like the “the Little Rock Nine” (personal communication, April 8, 2015).  I asked her 
how that could be true if she self identifies as White.  She explained that White may be 
her chosen identity, but bi-racial or Black is what people see when they look at her. 
 Mya continued to discuss race when talking about her school’s curriculum.  She 
revealed that the curriculum and, in particular, the stories she reads, are “very White” 
(personal communication, March 2, 2015).  She recognized that, for her peers, this could 
be problematic, because “it doesn’t represent who they are or maybe just who their 
school is or something” (personal communication, March 2, 2015).  However, for her, the 
curriculum is problematic, because it does not have “a good story to tell” (personal 
communication, March 2, 2015).  She said that she does not understand why she has to 
read about “some guy building a horse statue” (personal communication, March 2, 2015)  
or a “knock-off Cinderella” (personal communication, March 2, 2015) when it has 
nothing to do with her personally. 
 Mya defined literacy as the act of reading and focused on reading and writing 
throughout our discussion.  Unlike Nasi, Mya’s definition of success centered on goal 
attainment.  Although Mya did consider achieving high grades to be a goal, she deemed 
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doing well on particular assignments, learning something that was difficult, and 
improving her reading ability as success, as well. 
 
 
Figure 3. Trigger Photo 3 
 
School 
 Mya photographed posters in her classroom, her teacher’s desk, banners in her 
school, and class assignments to represent school.  When discussing her school’s 
influence on her success, Mya did not focus on academics, but, instead, people and 
activities.  People serve as both a motivating factor to succeed and a source of assistance 
to her success.  Extracurricular activities drive her to continue to be a high achiever, as 
she cannot participate in these activities unless she keeps a certain grade point average. 
 Inspirational teacher/classroom.  Mya repeatedly mentioned her current 
classroom teacher as a source of her success.  She related how teachers early on in her 
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elementary school career made learning more difficult, because they told her how she 
“[made] their job harder” (Interview, 31:56) and forced her to work independently on 
tasks that she did not feel she had the skills necessary to complete.  On the other hand, 
she described her current teacher as an individual who is “here for us” (Interview, 31:44) 
and reminds the class daily that “we’re what we want to be” (Interview, 31:33).  If they 
do not like where they are, they must work harder to move forward.  However, unlike her 
previous teachers, her current teacher works with Mya to ensure that she understands the 
material and possesses the necessary skill set to move forward. 
 Mya admitted that she can be difficult for teachers to work with, at times, because 
she is very open about her frustration with classroom material.  However, her current 
teacher works with her through her frustration.  She stated, “If it’s hard, then I just won’t 
do it, well, I want to just not do it” (Interview, 41:25) and “my teacher can tell when I get 
frustrated, so she just comes over there, and reminds me [I can do] it” (Interview, 42:05). 
 She also said that the positive attitude of her teacher is reflected in her classroom 
décor.  Displayed throughout the classroom are motivational posters that remind Mya to 
always do her best.  One particular poster, “I Can”, is her most powerful reminder.  She 
stated that the poster prompts her to remember “we can, like, do stuff” (Interview, 46:31) 
and “we have the ability to do it” (Interview, 46:40).  When asked why she needs these 
reminders, given her current success as a student, Mya’s response was surprising.  She 
revealed, “because I don’t think that I can just do it.  I don’t think that my ability has 
shown out yet” (Interview, 46:45). 
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 Interestingly, Mya is a successful student with low self-confidence.  She questions 
her ability each day.  No one would guess this from her personality and the way she 
carries herself.  For Mya, having a teacher that believes in her and acts on that belief 
helps her to overcome her low self-confidence.  A part of her academic success is tied 
supportive relationships.   
 Peer support.  Mya elaborated on her need for supportive relationships when 
discussing her best friend, Boo Boo-Kitty.  Mya and Boo Boo-Kitty have been in the 
same class for several years.  She stated that they work on homework together and 
encourage each other when they are academically frustrated.  Although she admits that 
the two of them can be a handful for any teacher, without Boo Boo-Kitty, her motivation 
to work through difficult tasks would not be as strong. 
 In discussing her class more broadly, Mya labeled the students in her class as her 
classroom “family” (Interview, 42:37).  With the exception of a few students, she has 
moved through elementary school with the same students since second grade.  She felt 
that this was an important contributor to her success in that the students in her class 
struggle with her, and they can engage in a “productive struggle” (Interview, 46:52) 
together in order for all of them to achieve success.  She labels them family, because 
“with your family…you just ask for help” (Interview, 43:40) and noted the difficulties of 
approaching peers with whom she did not feel she had a close bond.   
 The support of her peers in her classroom provides Mya with extra assistance 
outside of her classroom teacher and a group of individuals who have an understanding of 
what she is struggling with academically.  She has a “we are all in this together” 
  101 
 
mentality that has taught her that the formation of social bonds is important in order to 
become successful.  This sentiment was also discussed regarding the Dove Center, which 
will be discussed later in this section. 
 Extracurricular activities.  Mya took two photographs of extracurricular 
activities, Art Club and Dance Works, that provide her with additional motivation to 
succeed.  She admitted that this motivation is solely based on grades, but it was important 
to her, nonetheless.  She stated, “This is not the only reason I do good in school…but I 
want to keep [my grades] up to stay in” (Interview, 34:27).  Art Club is her outlet to 
explore her creativity and engage in activities that will assist her in becoming an interior 
designer.  She participates in Dance Works, because “I really like to dance because I’m 
sassy” (Interview, 35:12).  Both of these activities are simply hobbies she enjoys, but she 
knows that she cannot participate in either one of them without high grades. 
 
 
Figure 4. Trigger Photo 4 
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Dove Center 
 For Mya, although the Dove Center served as an inspiration for goal attainment, 
the center was predominantly a support system.  However, the support she received did 
not just come from the activities and staff at the center.  She also found that her peers 
attending the center contributed to her success through the additional friendships she was 
able to make outside of school. 
 Motivation to Be Better.  Like Nasi, Mya took a similar photograph of the dream 
display board at the Dove Center.  For Mya, the board represented “what you want to 
achieve, what you dream about, what you’re scared of…what you want to overcome and 
stuff like that” (Interview, 19:00).  Through this board, she outlined all of her goals for 
both fifth and sixth grade.  Her goals are/were “to read…two levels above the one I’m 
supposed to be on and…getting on the cheerleading squad and…make all A’s” 
(Interview, 19:29).  She has managed to achieve two of those goals, so far, as she has not, 
yet, made it on the cheerleading squad, but she expects she will in sixth grade.   
 Mya sees this display board each day at the Dove Center.  Like her classroom 
posters, the display board serves as a reminder to stay focused on her goals and to always 
work harder even if she is experiencing success. 
 Peer support.  Mya also finds support from her peers at the Dove Center in a way 
that is different from how she interacts with her peers at school.  She explained that “in 
school your teacher does not let you go over there and ask your friend for help” 
(Interview, 25:42).  The Dove Center creates an open environment that allows her to feel 
like she can interact with her peers at any time.  She described the Dove Center as a place 
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for friendship and strongly believes that you have to rely on your friends in order to get 
through school.  She stated that “your family is not going to be here every step of the way 
and you’ll have at least a friend or something” (Interview, 27:12), and she is making 
these friends that she can rely upon at the Dove Center. 
 Support system.  Mya described the Dove Center as a support system that 
removes some of the pressure from her family in assisting her academically.  Many of the 
staff members are currently undergraduates at a local university.  Mya saw this as a 
benefit stating that “my parents have been out of school for a really long time, so some of 
the stuff they don’t know…the counselors [know]” (Interview, 23:45).  Moreover, she 
believes that the Dove Center contributes to her overall well-being in that the center 
“pick[s] me up from school, they help with homework…they take me places during the 
summer…if I have trouble, they help you…if I have a problem, like emotional problem” 
(Interview, 21:47).  The Dove Center provides her with an extra “boost” (Interview, 
23:41) in life, which, she believes, allows her to focus on school and her parents to worry 
less about her. 
Family 
 Like Nasi, Mya also did not take any photographs representing her family, but she 
wanted to discuss her family without a picture, as she believes her early and current 
literacy experiences with her family has contributed to her academic success.  Mya said 
that, if she did take a photograph to represent her family, it would be a picture of money, 
because that is what her mother “always carries…so she can pay for things I need for 
school, clothes and stuff” (Interview, 6:22).  She also explained that her mother, who 
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works for the Attorney General’s office in a local county, makes most of the decisions 
regarding her schooling.  In first grade, Mya’s school recommended that she be promoted 
an additional grade level.  However, her mother decided that she wanted Mya to be with 
her peers.  After consulting with her father, who works in Human Resources for a steel 
company, they decided to send her to the magnet program instead.  
 Literacy activities.  Mya believes that one of the reasons she does well in reading 
is because of all the literacy activities she engaged in with her family when she was 
younger.  She described her family as “all readers, everybody reads” (personal 
communication, March 2, 2015).  Every member of her immediate family had a role in 
her reading development.  Before she began school, she remembers reading to both her 
mother and father.  Mya stated that her sister makes book recommendations to her, and 
her sister would also engage in shared reading with Mya in her early elementary years.  
Mya shops for book regularly at large chain stores.  However, her mother frequently 
takes her to bookstores, as well, to provide her with greater choices in her selection of 
books.   
ZaZa’s Path to Success 
 Many people would describe ZaZa as the shy and creative type.  He is often 
doodling in a notebook or working quietly on schoolwork.  On the other hand, once ZaZa 
gets to know a person or discovers that he shares common interests with a person, he 
could be described as an excited and loquacious individual.  If you asked ZaZa his 
opinion on zombies or villains and superheroes, you may just make a new best friend. 
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ZaZa’s Academic Background 
 ZaZa’s favorite class is science, because “we get to do a lot of fun stuff: we do 
projects, we get to go to the science lab, we get to test theories” (personal 
communication, March 16, 2015).  He is also excited that his school will soon become an 
International Baccalaureate School, as he believes that will greatly benefit his education.  
However, he sees many problems with his current school, particularly the number of 
fights that occur on a daily basis.  He said students fight “over random stuff” (personal 
communication, March 16, 2015), but he has a solution.  He would like to see his school 
institute school uniforms since “people can’t pick on you for what you’re wearing” 
(personal communication, March 16, 2015) if everyone is wearing the same thing.  ZaZa 
recently transitioned out of an elementary school where fighting was not a common 
occurrence.  This new environment has detracted from his learning, but he believes that 
he will persevere. 
 ZaZa has not given any thought to what college he would like to attend, but he 
would like to be a mechanic or an engineer.  He explained that he “just like[s] to build 
stuff” (personal communication, March 16, 2015) and often constructs complex 
configurations using Legos.  He was hesitant to reveal that he built structures with Legos, 
because he believed that this could be perceived as childish.  Nevertheless, he enjoys this 
activity, as it provides an outlet for him to foster his construction abilities. 
 ZaZa viewed literacy very broadly, like Nasi.  Literacy is found throughout school 
in every subject, as the ability to read is required for understanding, even in science.  He 
similarly defined success as a broad term in that one could achieve success both 
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Figure 5. Trigger Photo 5 
 
School 
 The pictures ZaZa took of his school all had one thing in common:  teachers.  He 
took photograph of different posters that were displayed in all of his teacher’s 
classrooms, except one.  Although he included his mathematics, science, and social 
studies teacher, he left out his language arts teacher.  He stated that his language arts 
teacher has been known to be a strict disciplinarian with students and has even made one 
student cry because of this.  ZaZa loved his reading and language arts classes prior to his 
encounter with this teacher.  Thus, when defining success, he chose to focus on those 
teachers who inspired his love of learning, as opposed to undermining it. 
 Inspirational teacher/classroom.  Using a photograph of a “Science Grows on 
You” poster, ZaZa described his science teacher as “fun” (Interview, 5:57) because of the 
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fact that they do many hands-on experiments in the classroom.  ZaZa is very much a 
“hands-on” type of person.  His teacher’s reflection of this learning style encourages him 
to excel in his science class and aids in his continuing success in the course.  Through a 
poster of Egypt, ZaZa explained that his social studies teacher has provided him with an 
appreciation of history by teaching him about “what happened back then” (Interview, 
2:29) and “what our ancestors did” (Interview, 2:35).  While he admitted that “it is 
sometimes difficult in social studies” (personal communication, March 16, 2015), at the 
same time, he understood why his teacher wanted him to understand ancient people and 
cultures.  The difficulty is simply in “remembering everything for the test” (personal 
communication, March 16, 2015), but the appreciation ingrained in him by his teacher 
pushes him to try his best.   
 The final poster, a collection of sports teams, represents his math teacher, who he 
defines as his favorite teacher.  He chose to represent this teacher through the poster of 
sports teams, because his math teacher is also a coach for the basketball team at his 
school.  ZaZa explained that his class is the best-behaved class that this math teacher has, 
and, because of this, his class receives more effective instruction.  This instruction allows 
him to “ace” (Interview, 12:24) any math test he is given.  For ZaZa, the teacher makes a 
difference.  Whether it is through a reflection of preferred learning style, a development 
of appreciation for the subject matter, or effective instruction, ZaZa understands the 
effect a classroom teacher can have on individual success. 
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Figure 6. Trigger Photo 6 
 
Dove Center 
 Using a photograph of the library and a book collection in a classroom, ZaZa was 
the only participant to name out-of-school reading as the primary reason for including the 
Dove Center in his collection of photographs.  Although all of the participants discussed 
out-of-school reading at the Dove Center during the focus group, ZaZa facilitated that 
conversation by reminding the others of the summer reading program and the library at 
the Dove Center.  For ZaZa, out-of-school reading is an important contributor to his 
success. 
 Out-of-School Reading.  ZaZa described the Dove Center in one sentence:  “This 
is where I read” (Interview, 15:17).  He explained many of the books he enjoys reading 
can be found at the Dove Center.  He enjoys books that are “like action stories, not like 
boring stories that have like no action at all” (Interview, 13:05).  He most recently read 
Zombie Elementary:  The Real Story (Whitehouse, 2014) about a fourth grade zombie 
hunter, and he is currently reading H.I.V.E.:  Higher Institute of Villainous Education 
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(Walden, 2007) about an academy that trains future villains.  In last summer’s reading 
program, his class read The Maze Runner (Dashner, 2009) series, including the prequel, 
and he said that those books perfectly aligned with his reading interests.  The series 
involves 50 boys who have been trapped in a maze with no memory of what happened to 
them prior to entering the maze, and they must battle Grievers, mechanical and biological 
monsters, in order to escape.  ZaZa understands the importance of reading out-of-school 
in order to better his reading abilities, but he does not think this would be possible 
without the Dove Center supporting his reading interests. 
 
 
Figure 7. Trigger Photo 7 
 
Church 
 Although ZaZa labeled this category as “church”, it may be better understood as 
“faith”, as it was not necessarily church activities that he attributed to his success.  Using 
a singular photograph of a church, ZaZa explained that church “teach[es] me about my 
father above” (Interview, 38:42), but he then elaborated that his success comes from the 
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fact that God would want him to do well in school.  In order to do this, ZaZa must work 
toward being successful on his own to please God.  ZaZa’s faith in God and his belief 
system serve as a motivator in academics, in particular, and in his life, in general. 
Family 
 Although ZaZa did not take a photograph to represent his family, he stated that he 
had intended to get a picture of his house.  He simply forgot to do so.  ZaZa is supported 
by both immediate and extended family.  His primary caregiver is his father, who works 
as a glass cutter, but his uncle, a janitor at a local high school, and his grandmother, a 
staff member in the library at a local cultural exchange center, have raised ZaZa, as well.  
He believes that each family member has contributed to his success in different ways, but 
he also views his family as working together as one unit to raise him to be successful. 
 Literacy Activities.  ZaZa considers his dad to be the most influential person in 
his life.  ZaZa spent much of his childhood reading to and with his dad.  His dad would 
have him sound out words that he did not know even if the book became really difficult.  
He described his dad as “a big kid” (Interview, 24:00) who has similar interests to his 
own, which made reading with his dad enjoyable, as they both would relish in what was 
being read.  Although his dad is not a reader outside of the time spent reading with ZaZa, 
his dad has always encouraged ZaZa to read out-of-school.  ZaZa believes that it is this 
encouragement and the literacy activities with his dad that has turned him into a lifelong 
reader, as he rarely enjoys reading in school, because it does not reflect his interests. 
 Life Skills.  ZaZa explained that life skills are also important to his overall 
success, and he credits his uncle and his grandmother with instilling him with these skills.  
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He stated that his uncle is “sort of like another dad” (Interview, 29:00) in that he serves as 
a disciplinarian who teaches him the importance of following rules.  His grandmother 
taught him more practical life skills, such as “how to fold clothes…how to wash dishes” 
(Interview, 20:34), which he see as essential adult activities that he needs to learn now.  
He views what he has learned from both his uncle and grandmother as great contributors 
to his future success in life as an adult. 
 ZaZa only sees his mother during the summer and winter holidays, as she lives in 
a different state, and he revealed that he “didn’t really see my mom” (Interview, 31:14) 
when he was younger.  When ZaZa was asked, toward the end of his interview, if there 
was anything else he would like to add about his family, he simply stated, “I love my 
mom” (Interview, 30:18). 
Mikey’s Path to Success 
 Mikey heartily embraces what the mainstream media might call “nerd culture”.  
He loves science fiction television, video games, and books.  He watches what he calls 
“old school cartoons” (personal communication, March 11, 2015), such as Rugrats and 
CatDog.  Mikey often wears clothing that references the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles or 
a superhero franchise.  As a matter of fact, he is the only participant to name an aspect of 
popular culture, Marvel, as a contributor to his success. 
Mikey’s Academic Background 
 Like ZaZa, Mikey enjoys his science class the most.  He stated that science “is 
like interesting and sometimes we get to do experiments” (personal communication, 
March 11, 2015).  In general, he does not find his school curriculum difficult.  When 
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discussing his classes, he said “most of the time it’s pretty easy, it’s not something that 
you can’t eventually get” (personal communication, March 11, 2015).  He admits that 
when schoolwork becomes difficult, he has no problem relying on his teachers for help. 
 Although Mikey knows what he would like to do in the future, he has not given 
any thought to which college he would like to attend.  He is determined to become a 
video game designer, and he sees a major flaw in the video game industry in that he 
believes companies are not producing the video games people actually want.  Thus, his 
goal is to produce video games “that people are actually expecting or wanting” (personal 
communication, March 11, 2015).  Mikey finds the development process for video games 
“interesting” (personal communication, March 11, 2015) in that designers must “draw it 
out on the computer and play it step-by-step to check for flaws” (personal 
communication, March 11, 2015).  He was pleased when his school recently gave him the 
opportunity to explore his future career choice when the school allowed students to work 
in a computer lab on Code.org, a non-profit company that offers online computer 
programming training in K-12 environments ("Every child deserves opportunity," n.d.). 
 Similar to ZaZa, Mikey viewed literacy and success in very broad terms.  For 
Mikey, literacy is both associated with academics, in general, and reading, in particular.  
Success is simply achieving your goals.  He discussed goal attainment in terms of 
academics and in life.  Although Mikey has goals set for himself academically, he 
believes that the ultimate success for him is attaining the skills necessary to become a 
video game designer or to do “something that makes a reasonable amount of money” 
(personal communication, March 11, 2015).  
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Figure 8. Trigger Photo 8 
 
Dove Center 
 The locations of the three photographs Mikey took of the Dove Center were 
chosen for one simple reason; they all had the name of the Dove Center somewhere 
within the shot.  Mikey thought that this would be the easiest way to represent the Dove 
Center.  His discussion of how the Dove Center contributes to his success was very 
reminiscent of the answers that Mya provided.  The center provides Mikey with a support 
system. 
 Support System. Mikey’s discussion regarding the Dove Center focused mostly 
on the both the summer reading and math program.  For Mikey, the greatest benefit he 
receives from the center is the additional opportunities for learning.  He explained that 
the Dove Center “taught me things that I didn’t know that I could do” (Interview Part 1, 
3:22) and “taught me this kind of multiplication that I didn’t know how to do and then 
eventually I learned it and then when school started back I could easily do it” (Interview 
Part 1, 5:01).  The summer program at the Dove Center is designed to both review what 
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the children have done in the previous grade while also providing an introduction to the 
curriculum they will encounter in the next grade.  Mikey saw this as a definite 
contribution to his success entering the fifth grade. 
 He also spoke about the homework assistance provided to him in the after-school 
program.  He stated that “they help us and then they can’t help us anymore and they say, 
yeah, you can do this by yourself” (Interview Part1, 5:48).  Homework assistance is 
important to Mikey, as he believed that he “would probably do it if I needed to get it 
done” (Interview Part 1, 7:30).  Knowing that homework completion is one less thing to 
worry about at home, this opens up time for Mikey to engage in the activities that he 
loves, including watching hours of SyFy.  Mikey stated that the both the summer and 
after-school program together accounted for “10 or 15…10, 15, 20” (Interview Part 1, 
8:00) percent of the reason for his success in school. 
 
 
Figure 9. Trigger Photo 9 
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Church 
 Mikey took three different photographs of church and explained the contributions 
of church to his success in the same way that ZaZa had described it.  Mikey believes that 
God would want him to be successful, so he tries hard to do well in school.  On the other 
hand, Mikey also believes that God is guiding him on his path to success.  He explained 
that “when I don’t know something, [God] helps my brain learn it” (Interview Part 2, 
2:30).  Mikey also stated that his church has a tutoring program that church members may 
attend.  Although he has never taken advantage of this program, Mikey is comforted by 
the fact that it is there should he need it. 
 
 
Figure 10. Trigger Photo 10 
 
School 
 Mikey only took one photograph to represent his school, and it was a picture of 
the rules posted in his classroom.  Like Nasi, he saw these rules as contributing to his 
success by setting him up for a better future. 
  116 
 
 Preparation for Academic Future.  Mikey’s classroom has four rules.  
However, he only took a photograph of rules two through four.  He could not remember 
what the first rule was or why he did not include it in the picture.  The rules, as 
documented in the photograph, are: 
 Everyone 100% 
 Always follow directions and procedures 
 Respect everyone and everything 
Mikey said that the rules reminded him to always “give [his] best effort” (Interview Part 
2, 3:58) and try hard on all academic assignments.  He also explained that rules were 
important to his future in that these rules are “the rules of life” (Interview Part 2, 4:26) 
and “using those rules help me” (Interview Part 2, 4:32).  The classroom rules served as a 




Figure 11. Trigger Photo 11 
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Self (and Family) 
 Like Nasi, Mikey’s conversations regarding his family’s contributions to his 
success were included within another category.  Mikey took four pictures that he 
designated as representing himself, as he believes that he is a significant factor in his own 
success.  While he discussed these pictures, however, he consistently mentioned a family 
member associated with each photograph.  Although he believes that he has the 
motivation to succeed on his own, he still credits his mom as the biggest influence in his 
life. 
 He considers his own personal interests as his greatest motivating factor.  He took 
photographs of a slingshot, a Post-it note Minecraft character, and his guitar to represent 
himself.  He revealed that, although these items best represent him, it is really what he 
watches on television and the video games that he plays that motivate him to succeed.  
He stated that “the more I know how to play [video games], the more I learn what I need 
to make on the game” (Interview Part 2, 13:19), referencing his future career as a video 
game designer. 
 He also discussed how his affinity for science fiction motivates him to read more.  
He named several television shows from SyFy, including Z Nation, Helix, and Face/Off, 
and discussed how they related to the books that he chooses to read.  He enjoys books 
about monsters and particularly enjoyed when the Dove Center read The Maze Runner 
(Dashner, 2009).  SyFy presents him with a visualization for some of the monsters and 
situations that he encounters in science fiction books.  He believes that, in order to stay 
motivated and continue to be a lifelong reader, he must persist in reading books in the 
  118 
 
science fiction genre.  Whether science fiction is actually the true motivator is hard to 
say, but Mikey strongly believes that it is his interest in science fiction that has put him 
on a path for success. 
 Literacy Activities.  One picture, in particular, prompted much discussion of 
Mikey’s family.  This photograph was of an art piece framed on a wall.  Mikey explained 
that he and his mother painted the piece when he was a baby, and, if you look closely, 
“you can see my baby foot” (personal communication, March 11, 2015) .  Mikey’s 
mother, who is a specialist at a spa, helped Mikey to develop a great appreciation for the 
visual arts.  He stated that “she taught me how to draw stuff and then that’s when I started 
liking to draw when I used to go to her work when school was out I used to see her 
draw….then I was trying to draw stuff” (Interview Part 2, 9:27).  His grandfather draws, 
as well, and has provided Mikey with several pictures of superheroes riding dinosaurs. 
 His discussion of art within his family led to a discussion of the literacy activities 
that his family shares with him.  He stated that everyone is his family is a reader and has 
encouraged him to read from a very young age.  His mother allows him to choose his 
own books to read and does not interfere with his decisions.  He stated that he likes to 
read, but he does “not like to be told what to read” (personal communication, March 11, 
2015), and his mother supports him in this.    Both his mother and his grandfather ensure 
that he reads for 20 minutes a day, as recommended by his school.  However, Mikey has 
some very strong opinions on keeping a reading log for school purposes.  He revealed 
that “I don’t like [the reading logs]…cause you see us reading, they see us read in school 
and it’s not like we’re not going to read and if we want to read then we’ll read and if we 
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don’t read that doesn’t mean they have to make us sit by ourselves at lunch” (Interview 
Part 2, 16:37).  He explained that his school enforces a silent lunch detention for those 
students who do not complete their 20 minutes per day of reading as indicated by their 
reading log.  He feels fortunate to have family that understands that he reads for his own 




Figure 12. Trigger Photo 12 
 
Marvel 
 Mikey is a huge fan of the Marvel Comic/Cinematic Universe.  This is only 
trumped by his affinity for Stan Lee, the creator of Marvel Comics.  Mikey explained that 
Stan Lee taught him that “with great power comes great responsibility” (Interview Part 1, 
9:15), a quote often attributed to character of Uncle Ben in the Spiderman comics.  Mikey 
stated that this quote is a driving force behind his motivation to succeed.  He applies it to 
both life, in general, and academics, in particular.  In terms of life, he said that “if I ever 
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become like a policeman or a fireman or a judge or somebody that works in court, a 
lawyer, if you have that much power, then you have to use it well” (Interview Part 1, 
9:20).  In reference to school, he stated that “if you know stuff that other kids don’t then 
you can help them out and use what you know to help people and not just let them sit 
there and not know what to do” (Interview Part 1, 9:46).  He even saw this quote as 
applicable to his future career as a video game designer when he revealed “I still got to 
use that power well, not just make video games.  I’ve got to make stuff that people will 
enjoy, and not just for my own needs” (Interview Part 1, 9:34).  He strongly believes that 
he will achieve success, but this quote always reminds him of what to do with that 
success. 
Our Path to Success 
 The twelve trigger photos discussed in the focus group setting revealed several 
commonalities among the participants, and they often agreed on the intended purpose 
behind the photographs.  Only two photographs caused divergence among the group.  
Mya and Nasi stated that the photograph of the Marvel superheroes did not relate to their 
story of success, because they simply had no interest in superheroes or comic books.  
ZaZa and Mikey stated that a photograph of a classroom bulletin board did not relate to 
their story, because the picture is blurry, and they cannot confirm what is actually in the 
picture.  The group agreed that the other ten photographs could tell all of their stories.  
Since no pictures of family were provided during the interviews, the topic of family was 
not discussed. 
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 The Dove Center.  Four trigger photos of the Dove Center were discussed with 
the participants.  They all easily identified what was in the photographs (dream display 
board, classroom bookshelf, and miscellaneous display board), as they see these items 
each day.  However, when we discussed what it was that they wanted people to know 
about the Dove Center, the conversation centered on what ZaZa had said in his interview.  
The Dove Center is where they read.  They think of the center as a safe haven for reading 
in that all of them revealed that they are chastised in school for reading during what their 
teachers consider to be inappropriate times.  Mikey stated that, sometimes, when certain 
students in his class become a disruption, “teachers assume that you’re not reading at all, 
you’re one of the people talking” (Focus Group, 6:14).  The other participants agreed and 
admitted that they also engage in independent reading when others in the class may be 
causing disruptions.  Nasi was the most vocal about this situation and said that her 
teacher “thinks she knows every trick that is in the book…every trick we can possibly 
pull” (Focus Group, 6:32) even though she was not intending to pull any trick, but just 
read.  Nasi, on the other hand, also revealed that “my mom says I have a reading 
problem…she says if I keep reading, I’ll burn myself out” (Focus Group, 7:09).   
 ZaZa extended this conversation to include the fact that, at the Dove Center, they 
can read what they choose to read.  He stated that “when you read…it’s not just about 
learning…there’s actually books you can have fun at while reading it” (Focus Group, 
7:41) and, when he is forced to read a book that he does not like in school, he is “bored 
out of [his] mind” (Focus Group, 7:59).  Nasi summarized this conversation best when 
she said “Dr. Seuss said books can take you on magical adventures” (Focus Group, 5:00).  
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All of the kids attribute a portion of their success in reading to the fact that the Dove 
Center provides them with an outlet for pleasure reading.  Mya added that “if we didn’t 
have [Dove Center] we probably won’t be as far as we are…cause we want to be above 
and beyond…we don’t want to be average, we want to be above average” (Focus Group, 
3:27). 
 School. There were four trigger photos in the category of school: a display board, 
an inspirational poster, a sports poster, and classroom rules.  The conversation focused on 
two factors and reflected the interviews of Nasi and Mya.  The children discussed respect 
for the rules and the effects of teachers.  Mya set the tone for the discussion of how rules 
aid them in success when she stated that “you need enforcement in your life or your life 
will fall apart cause you will be a juvenile delinquent…you don’t get education like you 
need it” (Focus Group, 15:37).  Nasi supported this point and said that “rules are 
life…rules are there to keep us safe” (Focus Group, 16:12).  Mikey and ZaZa agreed and 
discussed how the world would be “chaos” (Focus Group, 17:01) without rules and 
“people could do whatever they want” (Focus Group, 16:56).  The children felt that rules 
were not just in place in order for the teacher to keep an orderly classroom, but, instead, 
the rules provided them with an outline for adulthood and life.  These rules created an 
avenue for success by teaching them how to exist in society.   
 Mya also began the conversation on teachers when she stated that “if you don’t 
have like a good connection with your teacher, then your life is going to be really bad” 
(Focus Group, 14:44).  Nasi argued that teachers are important, because teachers “give 
them encouragement” (Focus group, 15:03).  ZaZa highlighted this point and said that, if 
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an individual feels “left out and different...you’re gonna…feel like that nobody cares 
about you” (Focus Group, 14:08).  For them, teachers can be that singular individual that 
cares and helps you when no one else can or will.  As long as they develop positive 
relationships with their teachers, they can remain on the path to success. 
 Church. Two trigger photos represented the category of church.  Both of these 
photos were pictures of churches in the community.  As with the interviews, the children 
did not reflect on actual church activities.  Instead, they discussed the role of God on an 
individual’s success.  Nasi stated that “when you have God in your life you always do 
better than what would if you didn’t…[you] just want to follow His path so you can be 
successful” (Focus Group, 27:56).  Mya discussed the consequences of not having God in 
one’s life and revealed that “You need God and Christ in your life to keep your life holy 
and if your life is not like that…then you are going to have a real trashful life” (Focus 
Group, 27:00).  Mikey agreed with everything that Nasi and Mya said, and ZaZa added 
that “if God didn’t save us, then we would all still have sins in our life” (Focus Group, 
29:35).  For the participants, God is watching over them to both keep and guide them in 
success. 
 Self.  Only one picture of self was presented to the group, and this photograph 
caused the participants to guess as to what the photograph was and what it represented.  
All of the participants, except Mikey, as this was his photograph, thought the picture 
represented a love of art, and, perhaps, the individual was inspired to do well in life by 
art.  Although this was partially true, as Mikey did, indeed, have an appreciation for 
visual art, he clarified for the others that what was most important about this picture was 
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how it represented his childhood.  At that point, they all simply agreed that they had 
positive feelings about their childhood. 
 Marvel.  All of the participants identified that superheroes were a source of 
inspiration.  However, Nasi and Mya were quick to point out that Marvel was only a 
source of inspiration for the individual who took the photograph and not themselves.  
Mya stated that “maybe the superhero inspires them…because maybe they like to dream 
in life” (Focus Group, 33:20).  Nasi said “I think this person [that took the photograph] 
likes superheroes…because superheroes save people and they’re good people…being 
nice is like the Golden Rule” (Focus Group, 30:50).  She also added “when you’re good 
at something don’t become cocky about it…you’ll just kind of ruin what you’ve been 
working for” (Focus Group, 34:54).  It is ironic that, in the end, Nasi did not believe that 
this photograph represented her because of how close she came to the “with great power 
comes great responsibility” quote through her interpretation.  ZaZa agreed with Mya and 
Nasi, but added that the person could be trying “to describe who he is” (Focus Group, 
32:08) in that the photograph may have represented simply his affinity for the Marvel 
fandom.  Mikey ended this conversation with the Marvel quote and explained it to the 
others.  In the end, they all understood why this could serve as a source of inspiration for 
Mikey and his success. 
Object as Subject 
 The focus group ended with a discussion of the participant’s role in this research.  
I explained to them that research, in its most basic form, is a two-step process of data 
collection and analysis.  By taking the photographs, they had collected most of the data 
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for this project, and, by sorting those photographs into categories and framing their 
discussions around how the photographs contributed to their success, they had conducted 
the initial round of data analysis.  These statements were met with looks of surprise, 
gasps, one “COOL!” (Focus Group, 36:58), and one “No way!” (Focus Group, 36:59).   
 I asked them to explain their thoughts on this research process.  Nasi said she 
“thought it was great and I thought it helped with keeping up with things when you had to 
take the pictures and responsibility because you did not want to look bad” (Focus Group, 
37:05).  Nasi did not indicate anything negative about the entire process.  Mya, ZaZa, and 
Mikey all had the same feelings about the process.  With the exception of Nasi, they all 
agreed that, although “it was fun” (Focus Group, 43:01), the entire process “took too 
long” (Focus Group, 43:07).  As a researcher, I can agree with their statement. 
Chapter Summary 
 In this chapter, I have shared the stories that were told to me by all four 
participants.  By doing so, I have attempted to answer the research question: 
 How do Black youth perceive and portray their academic and literacy 
achievement in the face of widespread deficit perspectives? 
This chapter particularly focused on how the youth perceive and portray their success.  In 
the next chapter, I will discuss how these perceptions and portrayals challenge 
widespread deficit perspectives, as well other implications of their stories. 
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Chapter Five:  
Discussion and Implications 
 In this study, I shared the stories how urban Black children in a mid-sized 
Southeastern city are achieving positive literacy outcomes in the upper elementary and 
middle grades.  Through photography, interviews, and a focus group, I broke the artificial 
barrier between subject and object in research and allowed my participants to develop 
their own stories in concert with me.  Additionally, I privileged the perceptions of the 
children themselves and remained faithful to how they portray their own success.  The 
stories the children shared challenge the deficit-laden educational narratives about the 
Black community and present an often marginalized viewpoint from members of this 
community.  In this chapter, I outline how their stories challenge deficit discourses and 
possible implications for future research. 
Discussion on Deficit Perspectives 
 Smyth and Wrigley (2013) stated that deficit perspectives of a group are often 
based on a series of stereotypes and misrepresentation related to individuals, families, and 
communities in disadvantaged areas.  Moreover, no consideration is given to macro-
economic or societal contexts affecting these areas (Smyth & Wrigley, 2013).  Although 
Critical Race Theorists have substantially documented systemic and endemic racism 
found within all institutional structures (Bell, 1980/1995, 1992; Crenshaw, 1995; DeCuir 
& Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Green, 1999; Harris, 1995; Ladson-
Billings, 1999; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997), the deficit thinking model 
persists by shifting focus in alignment with the current scholarly and political climate 
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(Smyth & Wrigley, 2013; Valencia, 1997a).  Using “instead of” inquiries to emphasize 
the strengths of individuals, families, and communities allows researchers to produce 
anti-deficit research (Harper, 2010) that does not promulgate the current narrative, but, 
instead, stands in opposition to it.  In this section, I delineate how the children’s stories 
challenge deficit discourse regarding individuals, families, and communities. 
Individual Deficits 
 Perceived low aspirations in life are a deficit discourse that is often applied to 
children in the Black community (Carter, 1997; Ogbu, 1990; Pascarella, Wolniak, 
Pierson, & Flowers, 2004).  It is argued that the children are “apathetic” about school or 
that they have a desire to pursue life based on the “street economy” over a “normal” life 
(Ogbu, 1990).  The children in this study, however, show that children in the Black 
community do, indeed, possess high aspirations, as they could name both future college 
and career plans.  Though they understand the amount of effort involved, Mya and Nasi 
desire to attend Ivy League and elite institutions that are known for their academic rigor.  
Although many of the participants are only in the fifth grade, they have already set career 
goals for themselves that places them in the fields of STEM, engineering, and computer 
science.  Nasi and Mikey even understand the importance of giving back to the 
community once you have attained your goals.  To broadly state that all children in the 
Black community possess low aspirations in life would be to mislabel the children in this 
study. 
 It is also argued that Black children do not understand the language of school and 
the expected behaviors and attitudes, which can often cause the children to be disruptive 
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in the classroom (Boateng, 1986; Ogbu, 1990).  Yet, ZaZa pointed out how the 
disruptions in his school detract from his learning.  He is not the initiator of the 
disruptions, but, instead, a child who wishes the disruptions would end to ensure his own 
academic success.  Furthermore, not one child indicated that they did not understand the 
process of school(ing).   Nasi actually depends on this process in order to maintain her 
academic achievement.  Without organization and step-by-step processes in place, she 
does not believe that she could succeed.  Mya even highlighted the importance of 
maintaining positive relationships with teachers and views her teacher as an inspiration to 
achieve.  These children know how to navigate school and its expectations, and they are 
intent on following the culture of schooling in order to succeed. 
 A “back-to-basics” framework has been suggested for children in the Black 
community, as it is believed that this is the best pedagogical style for Black children 
(Boateng, 1986).  When they explained why they loved their science classes, both Mikey 
and ZaZa indicated that it was on account of hands-on experiments and the testing of 
theories.  Not one child stated that they preferred a simpler curriculum or a curriculum 
centered on worksheets.  Mya reminded us that, even when the curriculum becomes 
difficult, she will eventually master the subject.  They did not fear a challenge; they 
welcome and conquered it. 
Family Deficits 
  Other deficit discourses attribute an individual’s success or failure to that 
individual’s family and, more specifically, what that family cannot or will not offer their 
children (Andrew, 1977; Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Gil, 1970; Ogbu, 1990).  However, the 
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children in this study all relied on their families for different purposes to succeed.  
Although Ogbu (1990) found that Black parents tend to model behaviors that negatively 
affect their children in school, the most common experience among that the children in 
this study had with their parents was early family literacy experiences.  This included 
shared reading, shopping for books, and engaging in common interests through books.  It 
is because of their parents that the children gained a love of reading and possess the tools 
necessary to become lifelong readers. 
 Moreover, even though both Boyd-Franklin (1989) and Gil (1970) argued that 
Black families could not contribute to the basic needs of their children, the children in 
this study believe that their parents not only met all of theirs need, but also imparted them 
with life skills that the children believed will contribute to their future success.  ZaZa 
knows that he will need certain skills as an adult in order to survive day-to-day, such as 
cleaning skills, and he is confident that he already possesses these skills because of his 
family.  Nasi prefers a life based on rules and organization.  An understanding of the 
importance of rules and having structure in place will not only prepare her for adulthood 
but also for matriculating through college and entering the workforce.  The participant’s 
families offered the children both academic and life skills that will aid them in all of their 
future endeavors.     
Community Deficits 
 Arguments for community deficits tend to focus on the perceived deviance or 
dilapidation of the Black community, including dilapidated home conditions (Shaw & 
McKay, 1942), lack of beneficial organizations or activities (Hirschi, 1969; Park, 1952), 
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and high transiency (McKenzie, 1926), that prohibit academic growth in the community’s 
children (Stark, 1987).  The children in this study, on the other hand, showed a reliance 
on positive community resources in order to succeed.  Every child identified the local 
community center, Dove Center, as a source for their academic success.  The center 
provides them with year round out-of-school learning opportunities in both reading and 
math, and the children credit the center’s program with helping them maintain their 
current academic standing, as well is getting ahead for the next credit level.  ZaZa stated 
that the Dove Center library better satisfies his reading interests than his own school’s 
curriculum, as well as the library at his school, and all the children agreed that the center 
was a safe haven for independent reading.  Mya went even further and stated that she 
considered the Dove Center to be an all-encompassing support system that provides her 
with not only academic, but also emotional assistance.  Moreover, both Nasi and Mya see 
the community center as a source of inspiration to better both their life outcomes and the 
outcomes of others.  For the participants in this study, the Dove Center, located within the 
heart of their community, provides them with all of the resources they could possibly 
need to be successful. 
Discussion on Critical Race Theory in Education Studies 
 In Chapter Two, I outlined six studies that utilized counternarrative to challenge 
deficit perspectives through the lens of Critical Race Theory.  The studies by Lambright 
(2006) and York (2013) analyzed academic success in the context of racist educational 
structures during a period of time in which stereotypical expectations of Black youth 
begin to develop.  Furthermore, like this current study, Lambright (2006) chose to focus 
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on home, school, and community contributions to academic success.  A comparison of 
the results of the Lambright (2006) study to this study reveal similar findings, but they 
also diverge in important areas. 
Converging Findings 
 First, Lambright (2006) posited that her participants were academically 
successfully, because they possessed a work ethic and self-discipline.  Although Mikey 
was the only participant in this study to identify himself as a contributing factor to his 
success, the participants did, indeed, indicate that they possess, at least, a modest work 
ethic and self-discipline when talking about the future.  Even though ZaZa and Mikey 
spoke in more general terms about their future careers, all of the participants had clear 
academic and life goals that they were working toward.  While some goals were more 
focused on short-term academic aspirations than others, such as obtaining all A’s during 
the school year like Mya or earning her “ticket to the next grade” like Nasi, these goals 
required the participants to maintain a work ethic toward achieving these goals. 
 Moreover, how the participants spoke about themselves in relation to the 
categories they created with their photographs indicate self-discipline in that they 
understand they need to maintain their current academic standing or improve upon it to 
attain their goals.  Nasi spoke specifically of the importance of “always do[ing] a good 
job” (Interview Part 2, 4:00) and persisting “even if I don’t feel like it helps me, 
[because] it still helps me practicing it over again” (Interview Part 2, 32:16).  Her self-
discipline is clear when she states that “if you’re good, there is always room for 
improvement” (Interview Part 1, 16:48).  Mya stated that she enjoyed her magnet 
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program because of the challenge and additional opportunities the program offered, and 
she maintained her good grades in order to ensure that she could participate in these 
opportunities.  Both ZaZa and Mikey discussed the importance of following the rules and 
doing what is required of them.  Mikey also discussed how all of his personal interests 
direct him toward the one ultimate goal of being a video game designer.  In all aspects of 
his life, he works to immerse himself in science fiction culture to better understand how 
to please a video game audience.  Although work ethic and self-discipline were not 
prominent points of discussion, they are character traits that seem to be developing within 
the participants. 
 Another finding of the Lambright (2006) study was that parental involvement 
contributed to her participant’s academic success.  This is strongly indicated in the 
current study, as well.  All participants mentioned family members’ contributions to their 
success with some even mentioning extended family, including uncles and grandparents.  
Family played an important role through engagement in literacy activities with the 
children, serving as inspirational or motivational sources, and providing the participants 
with the skills necessary to be successful in both academics and life. 
 Lambright (2006) also indicated that her participants found it important that 
school agents be caring while also being committed to justice.  The participants in this 
study took that a step further by indicating their teachers were not only, indeed, caring, 
but that, through this caring, the teachers became inspirational in the participants’ 
success.  This was particularly true for Mya and ZaZa.  Mya’s teacher showed a profound 
interest in her learning and created a classroom in which all students worked together.  
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Because of this, Mya was inspired to work harder for this teacher.  ZaZa said that his 
social studies teacher’s concern and appreciation for the subject matter inspired ZaZa to 
have this same concern and appreciation.  This pushed him to try his best for this specific 
teacher.  However, it is this same finding from the Lambright (2006) study where the 
results begin to diverge. 
Diverging Findings 
 Unlike the Lambright (2006) study, the participants in this study did not find 
commitments to justice by school agents, issues of racial identity, or cultural relevant 
pedagogy to be salient issues for them.  None of the participants mentioned commitments 
to justice by their teachers either as a desire or an actuality.  Although one participant, 
Mya, did discuss her racial identity, it was not tied to her motivation to succeed, as 
Lambright (2006) found in her study.  Furthermore, though she agreed that the “very 
White” (personal communication, March 2, 2015) curriculum could be problematic for 
some students, she was more concerned about whether or not her reading curriculum had 
“a good story to tell” (personal communication, March 2, 2015).  It may be that Mya is 
the first of the four participants to begin to consider and analyze her racial identity, and 
she is just now juxtaposing this identity with her environment.  She is at the appropriate 
age, as suggested by Tatum (1997), to have encountered racism, and her statement 
regarding being a part of the “the Little Rock Nine” (personal communication, April 8, 
2015) indicates an understanding of racism.  It appears that she may be currently 
struggling with who she is, as she indicated herself to be both Black and White based on 
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outsider perspectives, and, when her identity is fully formed, that identity may play a role 
in her future academic success. 
 This study also diverges with the study by Lambright (2006) in that the 
participants in this study did feel connected to their community through the Dove Center.  
The Dove Center is a place where they can interact with children throughout their 
community even though they attend different schools.  They engage in charity events and 
fundraisers for both the center and the community, at large.  They attend local events 
based on their community through the center, as well.  However, it may be that this 
connection to community exists only due to their enrollment in the center.  If the 
participants had been selected from the same community without a connection to the 
Dove Center, it is quite possible the findings regarding the community would echo those 
of the Lambright (2006) study.  
Discussion on Counternarrative 
 In order for this study to be a true counternarrative, it should satisfy the three 
purposes of counternarrative as discussed in Chapter Two.  The first purpose of 
counternarrative is to construct a social reality through a collection of stories that can aid 
both the oppressed and oppressor in understanding their experiences (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Tate, 1997).  In this study, the stories of the 
children construct a social reality that is not part of current dominant educational 
discourses:  academically successful Black youth.  From their stories, an oppressor might 
be able to better recognize how an individual, his or her family, and the community can 
come together to provide encouragement, motivation, and both tangible and intangible 
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resources that contribute to the success of a young Black child.  The oppressed might see 
themselves within these stories and realize that they are not alone in their success.  They 
are not an outlier, but, instead, individuals whose stories are simply not privileged within 
either educational discourses or the mass media.  The social reality that is constructed 
here is an attempt to (re)define understandings of what Black youth can and do achieve. 
 Counternarrative also aims to preserve the mental well-being of marginalized 
groups that are often depicted and portrayed stereotypically in mass media and other 
discourses (Freire, 1968/2000; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997).  With the 
tragic murders of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, and Tamir Rice, the Black 
community fears for the future of their young sons and daughters.  Although the stories 
found in this study cannot completely assuage the fears of the community, they can offer 
a moment of peace in that these stories show that the children in this study are not 
internalizing the stereotypes about them.  Their success pushes against the stereotypical 
narrative and allows another narrative to interrupt mainstream discourses.  This 
interruption may allow other children in the Black community to hear these stories and 
gain encouragement to become or continue to be empowered in their education, as well.  
Empowerment of the subjugated ultimately leads to the fall of the oppressor.  
Finally, counternarratives can show the oppressor the subjugation he or she is 
inflicting (Freire, 1968/2000; Horton et al., 1990; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 
1997).  For me, this is the most powerful purpose of the counternarrative found in this 
study.  As discussed in Chapter Two, there are many educational policies and/or curricula 
that is designed based on stereotypes and misrepresentations of Black youth  (Boateng, 
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1986; Daniel, 1964a, 1964b; Jones-Wilson, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 2012; Montagu, 1997; 
Ogbu, 1990; Passow, 1963; Pearl, 1997; Smyth & Wrigley, 2013; Valencia & Solórzano, 
1997).  Perhaps, these stories of academically successful Black youth may create the 
cognitive dissonance necessary within those who hold positions of power within the 
educational system to rethink these policies and question the complicity of the current 
system in perpetuating inequality and inequity. 
Implications for Future Researchers 
 The choice to use an experimental ethnography design and photovoice as a 
method with younger populations holds implications for future researchers also interested 
in this design and/or method.  The primary tenet of experimental ethnography is 
innovation.  This study, in my opinion, has achieved an effect of innovation in 
educational research by seeking to privilege the children in all aspects of research and 
placing ownership of their stories in their hands.  In educational research, children are not 
put at the helm of the research.  The research is often conducted on them and not with 
them.  Although the participants in this study were only 10 and 11 years old, they were 
successfully able to engage in data collection through photography and data analysis 
through the sorting of and discussion about the photographs.  Though this is 
commonplace in photovoice studies in the health field, this is not true for educational 
research.  Thus, this design would be ideal for those researchers who wish to narrow the 
separation between researcher and participant. 
 At the same time, this design and the photovoice method offered limitations 
unique to younger populations.  By placing data collection in control of the children, 
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timelines could not be guaranteed.  The children took the time they needed (plus 
additional time due to distractions, forgetting about the study altogether, and just wanting 
to be a kid) to collect their photographs, which is ironic given that they thought that the 
entire process “took too long” (Focus Group, 43:07).  This may not be an ideal situation 
for researchers on a strict timeline, particularly for those with grant or stakeholder 
deadlines.  This was also an issue for this study, as there were submission deadlines that 
needed to be met for this dissertation.  Ideally, a study of this nature should not have 
stringent time restrictions in order to obtain more depth in the data collection. 
 A secondary issue was maintaining restrictions set out by the IRB.  Although 
researchers understand why the protections for human subjects are in place, a 10 year old 
does not.  The participants in this study had to be reminded several times not to take 
pictures of people or objects with identifying information.  As a reader of this study can 
see, the participants did not follow these directions.  Several photographs within this 
study have identifying information blocked with a grey bar.  They did, however, manage 
not to take any photographs containing people, but this may be due to the repeated 
discussion of this topic during the initial training with the digital cameras and throughout 
the study.   
 The digital cameras pose any interesting problem themselves, and this is a topic 
that some IRBs have not addressed quite yet.  All of the children in this study had a smart 
phone with camera capabilities.  However, the children were not allowed to use them per 
a discussion with the IRB before this study began.  The argument put forth by the IRB 
was that cell phones pose a greater loss of anonymity should the phone be stolen or lost 
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whereas digital cameras do not pose as great a risk.  Although this may be true, the 
children in this study had never used, and, in some cases, had never even seen, a digital 
camera until they were presented with one for this study.   
 Even though the children were provided a thorough training in the use of the 
digital cameras, many questions still arose throughout the study regarding something 
“weird” happening with their digital camera.  The “weird” occurrences included the flash 
off symbol showing up on the preview screen, a black preview screen due to the shutter 
being closed, and the camera not turning on, because it needed new AA batteries.  During 
the first week of use, one child mentioned that the “touch screen” did not work.  He was 
shocked to find out that there was no touch screen, and what he was touching was only a 
preview screen.  The preview screen posed another problem for Nasi, who, as mentioned 
in Chapter Three, took 84 pictures of which most were duplicates or triplicates in order to 
obtain the best photograph of an object.  She stated that she could not navigate the 
camera menu on the preview screen to delete bad photographs.  Future researchers should 
work with their IRBs to allow for the use of cell phones for a project like this.  If the 
participants worry less about technology, the more in-depth their photographs may be.  
Summary 
 In this chapter, I have presented a discussion of my findings as it relates to deficit 
perspectives, Critical Race Theory in education studies, and counternarrative.  I have also 
noted the implications for future researchers based on the decision to use an experimental 
ethnography design and the photovoice method.  In Chapter One, I discussed the purpose 
and significance of this study.  In Chapter Two, I outlined the history of deficit thinking, 
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as well as Critical Race Theory, including its application in education.  In Chapter Three, 
I summarized the experimental ethnography design of this study and the use of the 
photovoice method.  In Chapter Four, I related the findings of this study.  
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Appendix  




Ann M. Bennett 
The University of Tennessee 
 
The purpose of this study to describe how minority youth living in or interacting with 
urban, impoverished communities achieve success in literacy and academics.  A 
secondary purpose is to challenges the idea that minority children do not or cannot 
succeed in literacy and academics due to individual, family, and community influences.  
Your story is just one key element of the overall study. 
 
During this photovoice process, you will be provided with a digital camera and 
asked to take photos of what success looks like in your life.  Once your 
photovoice assignment is complete, you will be interviewed about the photos you 
took.  The interview will focus on your decisions during the photovoice process, 
and you will be asked to discuss influences on your academic success based on 
the photos.  A focus group that includes all participants will also be conducted. 
 
Rules to Follow: 
1. You may not take photos of people.  If you need a photo of an individual 
in order to take explain academic success, you should take a photo of 
something that represents that individual.  Think of an item that reminds 
you of that person and photograph the item. 
2. You should take your camera with you everywhere.  You never know 
when a location or a person may remind you of this topic. 
3. You do not need to know ahead of time what to capture on film.  Many of 
the photos should come naturally to you.  Since your camera will be with 
you all the time, this project and topic should remain on your mind.  This 
should aid you in naturally recognizing those moments that need to be 
photographed. 
4. The camera provided to you should only be used for the purposes of this 
project. 
 
Use the following prompt as a guide:  Take pictures that capture how you 
believe you achieved success in literacy and academics 
 
When you have finished taking pictures, please contact me to setup a time for me 
to process the photos and arrange the interview. 
 
I look forward to seeing and talking to you about your pictures! 
 
Ann M. Bennett  
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Appendix C:  
Mya’s Photographs 
Dove Center 
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Appendix E:  
Mikey’s Photographs 
Church 
   
Dove Center 
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Appendix F:  
Trigger Photos 
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Appendix G:  
Coding Scheme and Definitions 
Coding Scheme 
Code Subcodes Participant 
Church None Mikey 
ZaZa 
Dove Center Motivation to Be Better Mya 
Nasi 
Out-of-School Reading ZaZa 
Peer Support Mya 
Support System Mya 
Family Life Skills ZaZa 




Marvel/Stan Lee None Mikey 
School Extracurricular Activities Mya 
Inspirational teacher/classroom Mya 
ZaZa 
Organization Nasi 
Peer Support Mya 
Preparation for Academic Future Mikey 
Nasi 
Self None Mikey 
 
Code and Subcode Definitions 
Church:  Category created by the participants.  Talk focused on a faith in God, a belief 
that God is guiding an individual’s life, or an individual’s requirement to please God. 
  
Dove Center:  Category created by the participants.  Talk focused on activities or people 
associated with the Dove Center. 
 Motivation to Be Better:  Talk focused on the Dove Center as a source of 
inspiration or a driving influence in improving one’s self in order to achieve 
individual goals. 
 Out-of-School Reading:  Talk focused on literacy activities outside of a 
school setting. 
 Peer Support:  Talk focused on assistance or benefits to academic 
achievement and well-being from individuals in a peer group. 
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 Support System:  Talk focused on assistance or benefits to academic 
achievement and well-being from a system or institution and/or its members. 
 
Family:  Category created by the participants.  Talk focused on an individual’s 
immediate or extended family. 
 Life Skills:  Talk focused on the development of traits deemed necessary for 
adulthood. 
 Literacy Activities:  Talk focused on sharing reading experiences or 
experiences with books with a family member. 
 Organization:  Talk focused on structure, the process of organizing, or step-
by-step processes. 
 
Marvel/Stan Lee:  Category created by the participants.  Talk focused on Marvel 
Comics, Stan Lee, or Marvel superheroes. 
 
School:  Category created by the participants.  Talk focused on school activities or 
people. 
 Extracurricular Activities:  Talk focused on school-sponsored activities 
outside of the regular curriculum. 
 Inspirational teacher/classroom:  Talk focused on teachers and/or their 
classrooms that influence an individual to achieve or try to achieve goals. 
 Organization:  Talk focused on structure, the process of organizing, or step-
by-step processes. 
 Peer Support:  Talk focused on assistance or benefits to academic 
achievement and well-being from individuals in a peer group. 
 Preparation for Academic Future:  Talk focused on academic activities that 
prepare an individual for future schooling or activities. 
 
Self:  Category created by the participants.  Talk focused on the individual. 
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